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Preface 

This  book  owes  an  immoderate  debt  to  generous  people. 
Its  organization  and  coherence  rely  heavily  on  the  early 
help  and  criticism  of  Professor  Leon  D.  Epstein.  Chapter 
6  has  been  much  enriched  by  the  full  and  faithful  notes  of 
Mr.  Martin  S.  Stanford.  Professor  Max  Otto,  Dr.  Alfred 
Stiernotte,  Mrs.  Margaret  Bond  Odegard  and,  again,  Mr. 
Stanford  have  provoked  many  important  revisions,  cor¬ 
rections,  and  improvements  by  their  penetrating  and  de¬ 
tailed  criticisms  of  the  manuscript.  I  am  especially  grate¬ 
ful  to  Professor  Sidney  Hook  for  his  excellent  critical 
suggestions. 

Much  of  my  point  of  view  stems  from  the  teaching  of 
the  late  Professor  Horace  S.  Fries.  Unfortunately  his 
valuable  essay  “  Social  Planning  ”  (posthumously  pub¬ 
lished  in  The  Cleavage  in  Our  Culture ,  edited  by  Fred¬ 
erick  Burkhardt)  was  not  yet  available  at  the  time  the 
manuscript  for  this  book  was  written  and  rewritten.  Had 
it  been,  it  would  have  received  frequent  specific  references 
in  the  footnotes.  I  am  very  pleased  to  be  able  now  to 
designate  this  fundamental  indebtedness. 


H.  P.  O. 
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Introduction:  Retreat  from  Reason 


.  .  .  If  past  history  teaches  anything,  it  is  that  with  in¬ 
tellectual  order  we  have  the  surest  possible  promise 
of  advancement  to  practical  order. 

John  Dewey 


Uprooted  in  their  expectations  by  repeated  outcrop¬ 
pings  of  evil  in  proportions  of  which  they  had  come  to 
think  human  nature  incapable,  two  generations  of  men 
have  been  tragically  unnerved.  Disillusioned,  they  have 
lost  confidence,  security,  direction  among  the  confused 
disorders  of  the  day.  The  searing  tragedy  of  human  im¬ 
potence,  of  minds  distraught  as  a  result  of  human  failure, 
drives  men  to  doubt  traditional  human  methods.  Indeed, 
the  loss  of  human  control  over  human  concerns  has  been 
so  dramatically  demonstrated  by  the  vivid  cruelty  of  two 
Great  Wars  and  a  Great  Depression  that  even  the  most 
hardened  optimists  are  awakening  to  a  distrust  of  the  ways 
and  beliefs  they  had  come  to  rely  upon. 

Out  of  this  hell  of  human  ineffectiveness  has  arisen  the 
phoenix  of  irrationalism,  a  bird  of  seasonal  brilliance  — 
bedraggled,  dusty,  and  unnoticed  through  periods  of  hu¬ 
man  achievement,  but  groomed  and  seductive  in  resur¬ 
rection  during  times  of  trouble. 

The  current  retreat  from  reason  finds  its  precursors  as 
far  back  as  Kierkegaard,  but  its  direct  impetus  was  the 
eruption  of  unprecedented  warfare.  As  one  might  expect, 
the  first  apostles  of  the  new  movement  sprang  from  the 
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tortured  soul  of  Europe,  from  the  heartland  of  tragic  ex¬ 
periences.  Thus  the  so-called  neo-orthodox  school  came 
into  being  under  the  lead  of  such  men  as  Karl  Barth, 
Eduard  Thurneysen,  and  Friedrich  Gogarten,  as  a  Prot¬ 
estant  variant  of  the  larger  world  mood.  It  is  an  aggres¬ 
sively  reactionary  movement  looking  back  into  tradition 
to  biblical  myth  for  security  in  the  present.  It  is  a  form 
of  pessimistic  escapism  which  prematurely  gives  up  the 
task  of  inquiry,  turning  instead  to  an  emotional  distrust 
of  critical  thinking  and  analysis  because  recent  formulas 
have  proved  faulty. 

Neo-orthodoxy  tells  the  story  of  the  world  by  means  of 
beguiling  paradoxes,  in  terms  of  the  complete  otherness  of 
God  and  the  complete  necessity  of  accepting  His  Plan  by 
faith.  It  offers  a  serious  appeal,  given  the  temper  of  to¬ 
day’s  events.  There  is  something  contagious,  thrilling, 
and  defiant  in  commitment  to  unresolved  paradox  and  to 
supernatural-natural  dualism.  In  Dean  Sperry’s  words, 

.  .  .  No  one  can  read  these  neo-orthodox  works  without  a  cer¬ 
tain  feeling  of  excitement  and  exhilaration.  To  put  it  on  no 
other  ground,  the  pattern  of  the  paradox  automatically  gives 
to  the  structure  of  the  sentences,  paragraphs  and  chapters  an 
intellectual  and  emotional  tension,  which  communicates  itself 
to  the  reader.  Beyond  all  this  the  reader  feels  that  he  is  wit¬ 
nessing  the  one  drama  above  all  others  which  really  matters. 
Its  grand  strategy  unfolds  over  aeons  of  time,  through  its  trag¬ 
edy  to  its  triumph.  Its  movement  is,  of  course,  the  old,  fa¬ 
miliar  Plan  of  Salvation,  but  in  its  most  recent  statement  new 
vitality  has  been  given  to  it.1 

By  inviting  men  to  be  in  things  instead  of  observing  things, 
neo-orthodoxy  appeals  to  the  active  social  part  of  their 
nature.  By  revitalizing  the  concept  of  original  sin,  it  pro¬ 
claims  itself  the  advance  guard  of  a  crusade  against  sin 
and  evil.  By  speaking  with  the  unwavering  conviction  of 
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final  authority,  the  quality  of  its  certainty  appeals  beyond 
measure,  taking  utmost  advantage  of  the  contemporary 
exhaustion  of  human  hope  and  resources;  there  is  a  kind 
of  excitement  or  agitation  in  making  a  life  commitment 
contrary  to  reason. 

By  now  neo-orthodoxy  has  spread  beyond  the  Continent 
to  take  up  a  dominant  position  in  Protestant  England. 
And  it  has  struck  a  responsive  chord  in  America  —  the 
erstwhile  citadel  of  optimism,  where  men  once  confidently 
believed  that  they  could  devise  humane  methods  for  the 
control  of  human  affairs.  Indeed  neo-orthodoxy  has  found 
in  America  its  most  progressive,  persuasive,  and  able 
leader:  Reinhold  Niebuhr,  one  of  the  exceptionally  bril¬ 
liant  men  of  our  time. 

Niebuhr,  as  an  American  variant  of  an  essentially  Ger¬ 
man  movement,  is  as  important  in  American  life  for  his 
political  philosophy  as  for  his  theology.  While  other  lead¬ 
ers  of  the  neo-orthodox  movement  have  turned  other¬ 
worldly,  Niebuhr  has  become  an  active  and  radical  par¬ 
ticipant  in  politics.  He  has  been  a  genuine  inspiration 
toward  the  improvement  of  our  social  and  political  institu¬ 
tions.  The  influence  of  his  personal  good  will,  his  sensi¬ 
tive  social  conscience,  and  his  drive  for  social  betterment 
has  been  great.  He  brings  to  the  cause  of  human  welfare 
a  deep  fund  of  learning  and  a  great  wealth  of  high  moral 
intent,  providing  us  with  penetrating  analyses  and  valua¬ 
ble  new  insights.  His  political  views  have  gained  wide 
respect  —  even  among  people  who  consider  his  theology 
mere  obscurantism. 

A  part  of  the  “  neo  ”  in  Niebuhr’s  orthodoxy  attempts 
to  renovate  the  old  by  adapting  it  to  the  findings  of  science, 
the  scientific  method,  and  the  experimental  treatment  of 
morals.  Although  “  orthodoxy  ”  has  been  in  some  respects 
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politically  conservative,  and  although  we  have  become  so 
accustomed  to  seeing  orthodox  Christianity  oppose  demo¬ 
cratic  aspirations  and  social  achievements  as  almost  to  as¬ 
sume  that  such  is  the  necessary  course  of  events,  this  con¬ 
servatism  has  been  an  indirect  effect  of  a  more  basic  apoliti¬ 
cal,  ascetic,  other-worldly  tendency.  It  has  resulted  from  a 
feeling  of  defeatism  before  the  problems  of  establishing  as 
rules  in  this  world  the  precepts  of  perfection  advocated  by 
Christ.2  The  particular  importance  of  Niebuhr’s  adapta¬ 
tion  of  orthodoxy  is  that  his  work  charts  an  avenue  for  the 
possible  re-entrance  of  “  orthodox  ”  religion  into  politics. 
Many  people  steeped  in  traditional  religion  are  eager  for 
authority  to  help  them  hold  liberal  or  radical  views  of 
politics  or  believe  in  the  latest  achievements  of  science. 
And  many  are  the  disillusioned  who  welcome  a  scape¬ 
goat  —  even  if  it  must  be  the  taint  of  original  sin  in  hu¬ 
man  nature  —  upon  which  to  cast  the  blame  for  failure  of 
nerve  and  by  means  of  which  to  avoid  the  duty  of  arduous 
thought.  The  net  effect  of  Niebuhr’s  teaching,  of  his  novel 
combination  of  orthodoxy  and  radicalism,  is  a  more  real¬ 
istic  attitude  toward  present-day  problems  of  social  re¬ 
construction.3 

The  wedding  of  orthodoxy  and  radicalism  has  received 
competent  descriptive  treatment  at  the  hands  of  D.  R. 
Davies,4  who  interprets  the  growth  of  Niebuhr’s  thought 
as  a  movement  to  the  right  followed  by  a  movement  to  the 
left.  Niebuhr  first  revolted  against  modern  liberal  the¬ 
ology,  finding  his  inspiration  in  Augustine,  Paul,  and  the 
prophets,  and  returning  to  the  supernatural  dualism  of 
orthodoxy.  He  then  revolted  against  modern  liberalism, 
building  his  political  theory  on  the  foundations  of  neo¬ 
orthodoxy  under  the  influence  of  Marxism.  From  the 
teachings  of  romantic  realism  he  turned  to  a  new  and  im- 
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proved  form  of  orthodoxy;  from  the  perfectionism  of  the 
social  gospel  he  turned  to  a  form  of  realistic  socialism.  He 
has  been  found  preaching  sin  in  the  lecture  hall  and  sup¬ 
porting  the  Socialist  party  ticket  at  elections. 

What  is  important  here,  however,  is  the  order  of  events: 
orthodoxy  first  and  radicalism  following.  In  so  far,  then, 
as  the  total  body  of  Niebuhr’s  thought  is  integrated,  it 
should  be  possible  to  say  that  his  interpretations  in  politics 
are  founded  in  his  religious  and  philosophical  neo-ortho¬ 
doxy;  his  basic  beliefs  are  not,  strictly  speaking,  an  out¬ 
growth  of  his  radical  political  observations. 

Niebuhr’s  drift  down  the  rapids  of  radicalism  in  a  neo¬ 
orthodox  canoe  has  stranded  him  finally  on  an  island  be¬ 
tween  two  main  streams  of  American  thought.  He  has 
been  drenched  in  each  stream  and  has  emerged  with  a 
synthesis  that  is  startling  indeed.  On  one  shore  he  speaks 
of  progress,  of  the  relativity  of  democratic  structure,  or¬ 
ganization,  values,  actions,  and  solutions  to  historical  con¬ 
text,  and  of  the  need  to  “  approach  the  facts  of  life  experi¬ 
mentally  and  scientifically,  rather  than  traditionally.”  5 
On  the  other  he  talks  about  the  “  permanent  factors  in  the 
human  situation,”  6  about  the  immutable  in  human  na¬ 
ture,  and  about  a  permanent  element  in  man’s  historic 
situation.  Over  all  he  maintains  that  “  it  ought  not  to  be 
impossible  to  preserve  the  poetic  with  the  scientific  at¬ 
titude,  the  mystical  with  the  analytical,  to  have  both  wor¬ 
ship  and  instruction.”  7 

Niebuhr’s  political  theory  is  empiric,  but  limited  by  a 
dogmatic  theory  of  the  nature  of  man  and  a  semi-dogmatic 
theory  of  history.  He  tries  to  span  experimentalism  and 
absolutism  (by  dialectic) .  He  looks  for  an  empiric  democ¬ 
racy  and  expects  citizens  to  maintain  an  experimental  at¬ 
titude  toward  it  while  they  are  “  under  the  criticism  ”  of 
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a  divine,  unchanging,  and  perfect  standard  or  “  norm.” 
His  neo-orthodoxy  seems  thus  to  occupy  an  intermediate 
position  between  the  two  most  conspicuous  philosophies 
in  America  today  —  neo-Thomism  and  pragmatism^  Like 
neo-Thomism  it  looks  to  the  past  for  a  key  to  the  present, 
like  neo-Thomism  it  relies  ultimately  on  supernaturalism, 
like  neo-Thomism  it  inserts  the  unchanging  into  human 
nature.  Like_  pragmatism  it  denies  a  prescriptive  role 
to  natural  law,8  distrusts  the  absolutes  of  man’s  churches, 
adopts  an  experimental  attitude  toward  values.  Niebuhr 
himself  notes  that  he  has  occupied  a  position  between 
“  legalism  ”  and  “  relativism.”  His  position  is  more  novel 
than  the  first  and  more  permanent  than  the  last.  For  him 
the  structure  of  man  is  immutable,  but  not  under  the  fixed 
norms  of  Christian  legalism  because  the  freedom  of  man 
can  create  new  configurations  of  freedom  and  necessity.9 
If  the  parts  of  Niebuhr’s  philosophy  were  separable  and 
independent  it  might  be  possible  to  say  that  he  is  both 
dogmatist  and  pragmatist  —  but  that  is  not  the  case. 
His  over-all  philosophy  is  well  integrated,  and  its  parts 
are  interwoven. 

Today,  under  challenge  from  the  left  and  the  right, 
democracy  finds  itself  in  urgent  need  of  a  strong  theoreti¬ 
cal  basis  to  help  stem  the  incursions  of  dangerous  ide¬ 
ologies,  and  to  strengthen  it  for  the  task  of  world  recon¬ 
struction  and  world  leadership.  Democracy  seems  at  times 
to  be  faltering  for  lack  of  basic  self-assurance,  for  lack  of 
an  accepted  creed.  It  persists  in  habit  and  in  stereotype 
but  falls  into  inept  factions  for  theoretical  or  philosophical 
self-justification.  In  a  cold  age  characterized  by  the  fear, 
anxiety,  and  powerlessness  of  the  individual,  democracy 
does  not  respond  with  soul-warming  inspiration  or  heart- 
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warming  social  purpose.  Even  legislatures,  the  bulwarks 
of  democracy,  are  showing  signs  of  bankruptcy  and  are 
reaping  rich  harvests  of  scorn  or  ridicule.  While  Com¬ 
munism  trumpets  its  challenge  and  its  triumphs,  the  voice 
of  democracy,  the  Voice  of  America,  succumbs  to  confu¬ 
sion.  A  new  understanding  of  democracy  is  needed  for 
democracy’s  own  internal  support  and  for  its  support  in 
the  respect  of  the  nations  of  the  world. 

One  possible  direction  for  the  reconstruction  of  demo¬ 
cratic  theory  is  through  revitalizing  and  strengthening  the 
concept  of  natural  law.  This  has  been  undertaken  and 
largely  pre-empted  by  the  Catholic  resurrection  of  St. 
Thomas  under  the  spadework  of  Jacques  Maritain  and 
Etienne  Gilson.  Another  possibility  lies  in  the  enthrone¬ 
ment  of  the  scientific  attitude  and  in  the  vision  of  democ¬ 
racy  as  a  scientific  method  for  the  control  of  social  affairs. 
This  is  the  legacy  left  to  experimental  pragmatists  by 
John  Dewey.  Niebuhr  offers  a  third  alternative  —  what 
might  be  called  his  dialectical  democracy.  Unsatisfied 
with  the  traditional  defense  of  democracy,  he  constructs 
a  new  theoretical  vindication,  a  democracy  based  largely 
on  one  determined  absolute  —  original  sin  —  and  vindi¬ 
cated  by  an  irrational,  pessimistic  rationale. 

Despite  the  wide  renown  he  has  received  as  a  radical, 
Niebuhr  is  essentially  conservative  —  the  basis  of  con¬ 
servatism  being  the  attitude,  “  This  has  always  been, 
therefore  it  always  will  be.”  At  the  core  of  his  thought  is 
the  revitalized  Augustinian  doctrine  of  sin,  postulated 
not  as  a  problem  to  be  dealt  with  but  as  an  inevitable 
(except  for  momentary  deliverance  by  “  grace  ”  or  “  re¬ 
birth  ”) ,  an  inherent,  and  a  dominating  factor  of  human 
nature  —  almost  a  thing  of  worship  in  itself.  The  ques¬ 
tion,  then,  is  whether  Niebuhr  can  support  democracy 
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on  a  foundation  of  sin  and  irrationalism.  Does  he  for¬ 
mulate  adequate  alternatives  to  the  discredited  assump¬ 
tions  of  nineteenth-century  liberalism  (e.g.,  free  trade, 
the  individual  as  a  political  unit,  the  rule  of  reason)  ? 
Will  he  produce  habits  of  mind  at  odds  with  attitudes 
required  for  the  maintenance  of  democracy?  Is  his  ir¬ 
rational  dialectico-paradoxical  method  indeed  compati¬ 
ble  with  the  methods  of  democracy?  In  more  general 
terms,  what  are  the  results  of  overdoing  one  quality  or 
aspect  of  the  human  situation?  What  is  the  promise  or 
the  danger  to  American  democracy  —  to  the  whole  of 
the  human  enterprise,  for  that  matter  —  of  over-empha¬ 
sizing  one  factor,  sin? 

As  participant  in  the  world  movement  of  distrust  of  criti¬ 
cal  thinking,  of  disillusion  with  the  provisional  character  of 
hypotheses,  and  of  impatience  with  the  specific,  Niebuhr 
presents  a  clear  challenge  to  democracy.  But,  at  the  same 
time,  he  becomes  a  formidable  problem  for  critical  analy¬ 
sis.  His  philosophy,  incorporating  as  it  does  a  technique 
of  systematic  paradox,  comes  close  to  making  a  virtue  of 
inconsistency.  What  possibility,  then,  is  there  for  the 
mediation  of  consistent  thinking?  Furthermore,  he  has  ad¬ 
vanced  some  cogent  arguments  against  unlimited  reliance 
on  reason  alone,  some  of  which,  in  their  context,  are  not 
to  be  denied.10  He  has  not  delivered  us,  however,  from 
the  duty  of  arduous  thought  or  exempted  himself  from  the 
consequences  of  his  thinking.  The  most  telling  and,  at 
the  same  time,  the  fairest  analysis  of  his  work  remains  a 
practical  consideration  in  terms  of  results. 


CHAPTER  TWO 


The  Chains  of  Dogma 

“  We  all  have  our  flaws,”  he  said,  “  and  mine  is  being 
wicked.” 

James  Thurber 

To  present  a  simple  review  of  Reinhold  Niebuhr’s  phi¬ 
losophy  one  logically  should  start  with  what  seem  to  be  his 
first  premises:  his  faith  and  his  sources  of  truth  and  “  mean- 
ing.”  Niebuhr  does,  in  the  final  analysis,  ground  his 
whole  system  of  thought  in  faith;  correspondingly,  all  his 
contentions  ultimately  rely  on  his  sources  of  truth  and 
meaning.  This  would  be  a  customary  way  of  looking  at 
it.  But  unfortunately  first  premises  cannot  always  be 
definitively  sorted  and  ranked  for  precedence.  Thus  it 
may  be  that  a  fundamental  belief  about  man  is  also  a  first 
principle  and  is  either  the  precursor  of  faith  or  the  signifi¬ 
cant  reason  for  retention  of  a  dogma  picked  up  in  child¬ 
hood. 

Niebuhr  does  not  present  himself  as  a  logician.  As  a 
matter  of  fact,  as  will  be  shown  later,  he  entertains  a  cer¬ 
tain  amount  of  distrust  for  the  reasoning  process  itself. 
Few  philosophers,  indeed,  start  from  a  single  basic  con¬ 
cept;  they  rather  have  a  basic  set  of  concepts,  more  or  less 
interdependent.  Only  occasionally  is  one  found  to  main¬ 
tain  that  “  from  this  principle  everything  is  deduced  in  an 
inevitable  manner.” 

The  presentation  of  Niebuhr’s  philosophy  may  be  some¬ 
what  distorted  by  proceeding  in  the  order  adopted  here. 
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Nevertheless,  the  importance  assumed  in  his  thought  by 
his  understanding  of  human  nature  and  of  the  place  of 
sin  in  human  nature,  is  sufficient  to  give  it  standing  over 
what  might  be  regarded  as  more  basic  factors.  In  view 
of  this  consideration,  and  of  the  fact  that  this  study  is  not 
intended  to  be  simply  a  review  of  a  philosophy,  faith  and 
meaning  will  accordingly  be  discussed  later,  to  be  inter¬ 
preted  in  the  light  of  Niebuhr’s  concept  of  human  nature. 

A  fundamental,  central  idea,  when  loudly  proclaimed 
and  implicitly  and  explicitly  believed,  becomes  a  con¬ 
ditioner  of  thought,  embodied  in  habitual  will  as  attitude, 
warping  the  non-conscious  part  of  man  so  that  interpreta¬ 
tions  and  observations  do  not  derive  from  the  observed 
but  are  predetermined  in  the  observer.  Methods  of  ob¬ 
servation,  reflection,  and  test  are  predetermined.  Alter¬ 
native  methods  are  automatically  ruled  out.  Imagination 
may  be  deadened  in  some  directions  and  sensitized  in 
others. 

The  central,  overwhelming  idea  for  Reinhold  Niebuhr  is 
sin.  Before  following  it  through  to  an  analysis  of  its  perva¬ 
sive  effect  on  his  strictly  political  thought,  it  will  be  neces¬ 
sary  to  place  sin  in  its  setting  in  human  nature,  to  deter¬ 
mine  its  character,  and  to  note  the  coloring  it  casts  over 
faith,  meaning,  and  method. 

Although  the  printed  formulation  of  Niebuhr’s  theory 
of  man  did  not  appear  until  after  he  had  delivered  the 
Gifford  Lectures  (1939) ,  by  which  time  much  of  his  po¬ 
litical  thought  was  already  published,  his  emphasis  on  sin 
has  been  a  constant  feature  of  his  writings.  Sin  seems  to 
have  changed  its  locus  to  a  small  extent  during  the  de¬ 
velopment  of  his  full-blown  theory  of  human  nature  —  at 
least  in  the  terms  used  to  place  it.  As  will  be  seen,  such 
changes  as  have  taken  place  in  the  locating  of  sin  are  not 
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great  enough  to  require  separate  consideration  of  his 
earlier  and  later  thought  in  relation  to  sin.  The  theory  as 
here  presented  is  that  of  the  more  recent  and  elaborate 
formulation. 

“  I  SEE  A  LAW  IN  MY  MEMBERS  .  . 

According  to  Niebuhr,  the  Christian  interpretation  of 
the  stature  of  man  is  determined  by  the  basic  assumptions 
postulated  by  the  Christian  faith.  God  is  the  object  of  the 
Christian  faith  and  thus  exists  as  the  first  principle,  that 
from  which  all  comes  and  that  to  which  all  proceeds,  the 
beginning,  the  end,  and  the  meaning.  Man,  on  the  other 
hand,  is  —  on  the  authority  of  the  Bible  —  a  created, 
finite  being.  The  Christian  view  of  man,  then,  depends 
upon  an  assumption  which  is  beyond  our  experience, 
ultrarational,  and  therefore  in  danger  of  distortion  as  a 
consequence  of  rational  attempts  at  precise  explanation. 
Obviously,  the  creature  of  God,  in  the  image  of  God,  can 
be  fully  understood  only  from  the  viewpoint  of  God.1  In 
this  tremendous  task  of  understanding  man,  Christianity 
has  the  great  resource  of  biblical  myths,  in  which  are  con¬ 
tained  disclosures  of  the  nature  of  man.  Niebuhr  tries  to 
unravel  myth  far  enough  so  that  glimpses  of  human  nature 
may  be  available  to  man’s  rationality. 

Niebuhr  maintains  that  the  true  nature  of  man  is  to  be 
found  in  the  life  of  Christ.  Christ  is  the  portrait  of  essen¬ 
tial  man  without  the  irrelevancy  of  sin.2  Man  is  part  na¬ 
ture  and  part  spirit.  Romanticism  falsely  over-empha- 
sizes  the  natural  in  man;  idealism  deceives  because  it  gives 
undue  place  to  man’s  spirit.  Christianity  emphasizes  that 
nature  and  spirit  are  unity,  that  man  is  a  whole  and  that  he 
acts  as  a  whole  —  symbolized  in  the  Resurrection  (not  only 
the  soul  being  saved,  but  the  body  as  well  being  resur- 
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rected) .  The  two  realms  of  spirit  and  nature  are  not 
distinct;  they  are  not  separable.  This  saves  Christianity 
from  the  error  of  attributing  evil  to  the  finite  part  of  man. 

Man  as  spirit  participates  in  creation.  The  essential 
character  of  man  is  his  freedom,  his  capacity  for  self-tran¬ 
scendence,  which  means  that  he  is  free,  within  limits,  to 
determine  his  own  character.  He  is  “  a  spirit  who  stands 
outside  of  nature,  life,  himself,  his  reason  and  the  world.”  3 
The  freedom  of  his  spirit,  his  self-transcendence,  is  limited 
to  a  degree  by  the  forms  of  nature  (e.g.,  will  to  live,  sex)  ; 
but,  within  limits,  his  spirit  is  free  to  transcend  the  forms 
and  to  redirect  the  vitalities  of  nature.  It  also  has  a 
capacity  for  forming  or  creating  “  a  new  realm  of  coher¬ 
ence  and  order.”  4  This  is  the  essential  man  as  seen  in 
Christ,  what  man  truly  is.  Precise  limits  of  man’s  creativ¬ 
ity  are  not  known  nor  can  they  be  known.5 

The  actual  nature  of  man  may  also  be  seen  in  the  life  of 
Christ  —  in  the  story  of  the  cross.  Man  is  truly  expressed 
by  Christ,  the  norm;  man  is  actually  seen  as  “the  cruci- 
fier  of  Christ,  despite  his  conscious  efforts  to  approximate 
to  the  perfection  of  Christ.”  6  In  actuality  man  is  a  sinner. 
He  is  not  under  the  necessity  of  sinning  because  sin  is  not 
part  of  his  essential  character;  it  is  a  part  of  his  actual 
character  and  is  thus  inevitable.7 

The  highest  self-realization  for  the  self  is  the  subjection, 
the  conformance,  of  its  particular  will  to  the  universal  will 
—  i.e.,  attainment  of  the  perfection  of  Christ.  “  But  the 
self  lacks  the  faith  and  trust  to  subject  itself  to  God.”  8 
This  lack  of  faith  is  the  first  sin  and  the  basis  of  all  sin. 
The  self  then  proceeds  to  set  itself  up  as  the  center  of 
life,  committing  the  sin  of  pride  ( hybris ) ,  pretension  to 
divinity,  inordinate  self-love,  will  to  power,  and  disturb¬ 
ing  the  original  harmonies  of  nature.  This  is  the  sin  that 
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primarily  interests  Niebuhr;  and  the  preoccupation  with 
this  sin  makes  Niebuhr  a  political  philosopher  worth  ob¬ 
serving.9 

Man’s  ambiguous  situation  of  finiteness  and  freedom  is 
the  temptation  to  hybris,  but  it  is  not  operative  until 
sin  (lack  of  faith)  has  entered  into  life.  In  his  ambiguous 
position  man  feels  insecure  without  a  faith  in  God.  A 
state  of  anxiety  is  thus  engendered,  an  anxiety  of  unbelief, 
which  man  tries  to  overcome  by  setting  up  false  gods  — 
himself  or  projections  of  himself.  He  inevitably  strives  for 
power  to  fulfill  his  need  for  security. 

“  Sin  is  to  be  regarded  as  neither  a  necessity  of  man’s 
nature  nor  yet  as  a  pure  caprice  of  his  will.  It  proceeds 
rather  from  a  defect  of  the  will  for  which  reason  it  is  not 
completely  deliberate;  but  since  it  is  the  will  in  which 
the  defect  is  found  and  the  will  presupposes  freedom,  the 
defect  cannot  be  attributed  to  a  taint  in  man’s  nature.”  10 
Sin  arises  from  man’s  creativity,  from  his  freedom;  it  is 
possible  only  because  he  is  free. 

Formerly  Niebuhr  had  located  sin  ( hybris )  “  at  the  junc¬ 
ture  of  spirit  and  nature.”  11  Its  later  relocation  can  be  con¬ 
sidered  a  refinement  of  his  theory,  but  it  is  not  a  funda¬ 
mental  alteration.  The  change  should  be  looked  at  as  a 
process  of  sharpening  the  concept  of  sin.  Sin  has  always 
been  closely  tied  with  freedom;  the  bond  has  only  been 
more  clearly  stated.  The  conceptual  knot  has  been  retied 
more  firmly. 

The  importance  to  Niebuhr’s  thought  of  the  situation 
of  hybris  in  human  nature  cannot  be  over-emphasized.  He 
has  transplanted  sin  from  the  gardens  of  nature,  embed¬ 
ding  it  firmly  in  the  soil  of  the  spiritual,  in  the  humus  of 
freedom.  This  maneuver  has  revivified  evil  by  forcibly 
extracting  it  from  flux  and  heightening  man’s  responsi- 
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bility  for  it.  It  has  brought  attention  to  Niebuhr  as  a 
political  philosopher  (and  as  a  theologian) ,  for  without 
it  his  theories  would  have  been  but  a  slight  revision  of 
what  has  many  times  been  said. 

Returning  to  Niebuhr’s  theory,  sin  and  its  attendant 
evil  accompany  every  creative  act,  since  they  are  so  organi¬ 
cally  part  of  freedom.  The  will  to  power  is  the  perversion 
in  man  of  the  will  to  live,  created  by  the  application  of 
man’s  freedom  to  that  vitality  of  nature  in  him.  Niebuhr 
places  great  emphasis  on  the  fact  that  sin  is  not  attribut¬ 
able  to  man’s  finiteness,  to  nature,  but  is  found  in  his 
spirit  paradoxically  attendant  upon  his  every  free  creative 
act. 

The  human  situation  is  that,  while  we  have  some  knowl¬ 
edge  of  the  law  of  life  which  the  example  of  Christ  may  clarify 
and  perfect,  there  is  also  “  a  law  in  our  members  which  wars 
against  the  law  that  is  in  our  minds.”  The  human  situation 
is,  that  while  I  revere  schemes  of  impartial  justice  in  the  ab¬ 
stract  I  am  never  impartially  just  in  my  actions.12 

Pride,  he  contends,  destroys  life’s  harmony. 

Man  commits  another  kind  of  sin  which  Niebuhr  calls 
“  negative  ”  in  contrast  to  the  “  positive  ”  sin  of  egoism. 
Positive  sins  are  Promethean;  negative  sins,  Dionysian.  In 
these  negative  sins  the  spirit,  the  free  will,  sharpens  up  the 
natural  impulses  or  vitalities,  and  centers  life  around  them, 
setting  them  at  war  with  the  ideal  of  virtue.  Thus,  for  in¬ 
stance,  the  sexual  and  possessive  impulses  become  dis¬ 
torted  into  lust  and  avarice.13  Sensuality  destroys  har¬ 
mony  within  the  self. 

One  particular  difficulty  in  Niebuhr’s  theory  of  man 
should  be  pointed  out  here.  Niebuhr  has  obviously  relied 
heavily  on  Augustine  for  his  doctrines  of  sin  and  evil. 
For  Augustine,  sin  is  “  self-willed  pride  ”  or  “  loving  more 
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our  own  private  good,  than  Thee,  the  Good  of  all,”  14  and 
evil  is  found  in  disharmony.15  Augustine  prefers  the  un¬ 
changeable  to  the  changeable;  the  inferior  is  evil  because 
it  is  constantly  subject  to  disharmony  (change,  flux)  ;  and 
sin  is  setting  the  inferior,  the  changeable,  the  evil,  in  place 
of  God  the  Unchangeable 16  -  the  greatest  possible  dis¬ 
harmony.  Niebuhr  uses  approximately  the  same  defini¬ 
tion  for  sin  (  i.e.,  hybris ) ,  and  evil  is  the  consequence  of 
sin  and  of  sin  only.  The  evil  of  sin  in  general  is  that  it  has 
destroyed  the  original  harmonies  of  nature;  more  specifi¬ 
cally,  Promethean  sin  destroys  life’s  harmony  while  Diony¬ 
sian  sin  destroys  harmony  within  the  self.  Behind  Augus- 
tinian  thought  there  is  an  assumption  of  a  fixed  standard 
to  which  man  should  conform.  Logically  the  same  as¬ 
sumption  would  be  expected  behind  Niebuhr’s  thought. 
But,  as  will  be  shown  later,  he  has  discovered  such  a  thing 
as  progress  —  something  Augustine  knew  nothing  of  and 
made  no  provision  for  with  his  fixed  standard. 

As  the  spirit  looks  back  in  contemplation  of  its  previous 
actions,  it  recognizes,  Niebuhr  maintains,  that  it  has  in¬ 
variably  confused  ultimate  realities  and  values  with  the 
self.  It  may  also  realize  that  it  will  continue  inevitably  to 
sin.  Niebuhr  sums  up  the  paradox  in  this  way:  “  The 
ultimate  proof  of  the  freedom  of  the  spirit  is  its  own  recog¬ 
nition  that  its  will  is  not  free  to  choose  between  good  and 
evil.”  17  “  Man  is  most  free  in  the  discovery  that  he  is 

not  free.”  18  And  man  is  responsible  for  his  sins  because 
they  are  committed  in  freedom.19 

The  spiritual  part  of  man  is  a  unity  of  vitality  and  rea¬ 
son.  Sin  has  its  root  in  freedom,  not  in  reason;  reason  is 
morally  neutral.  Moral  resources  are  found  only  in  the 
vitalities  of  the  spirit.  If  reason  is  defined  as  the  ability  to 
make  general  concepts,  it  cannot  be  identical  with  the 
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capacity  for  infinite  self-transcendence;  self-transcendence 
is  a  further  capacity,  an  ability  to  stand  outside  oneself  and 
survey  oneself  as  object.20  Reason  is  the  forming  capacity 
of  the  spirit,  the  ability  of  the  spirit  to  create  new  realms 
of  order.  The  vitalities  of  the  spirit  enable  man  to  break 
up  the  forms,  the  harmonies  regulating  the  vitalities  of 
animal  life  and  his  natural  part,  and  to  redirect  his  natural 
harmonies  into  new  channels.21  The  universalities  of  rea¬ 
son  do  not  automatically  guide  his  actions  when  the  neces¬ 
sities  of  nature  are  transcended.  Man  is  not  under  the 
discipline  of  reason  until  placed  there  by  the  impulses  of 
the  spirit,  by  some  urge  or  stimulus  that  does  not  lie  in 
reason  but  in  the  vitalities.22  “  If  [reason]  is  supported  by 
some  moral  standard,  it  is  able  to  use  such  a  criterion  to 
determine  the  relation  of  various  lesser  values  to  the  su¬ 
preme  value,  and  to  prompt  the  choice  of  the  most  effec¬ 
tive  means  to  reach  the  desired  end.  .  .  .  Reason  can 
operate  only  after  certain  ultrarational  presuppositions 
have  been  made.”  23 

Reason  may  function  to  support  spiritual  impulses,  but 
in  itself  it  cannot  direct  them.  It  may  support  impulses 
which  carry  life  beyond  itself,  it  may  support  the  freedom 
that  permits  man  to  look  back  at  himself,  to  be  self-con¬ 
scious  —  but  reason  cannot  carry  man  to  the  realms  of  the 
infinite;  it  soon  deceives  when  it  tries  to  explain  God  or 
man  in  too  great  detail.24 

Moreover,  reason  is  subject  to  the  taint  of  sin.  It  can 
support  misdirected  freedom,  defective  will.  It  may  err 
deliberately  as  rationalization  for  defective  will,  but  it 
also  may  err  sincerely,  in  the  sense  that  man  is  not  always 
aware  of  his  sins  but  is  truly  deceived.  There  is  no  fine 
line  between  deliberate  error  and  sincere  rational  effort; 
indeed,  in  the  final  analysis,  man  is  always  more  or  less 
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conscious  of  his  failings  and  always  more  or  less  perverse 
in  his  use  of  reason.  To  weigh  the  importance  of  rational 
faculties  is  a  task  of  something  more  than  reason,  requir¬ 
ing  the  capacity  to  transcend  the  ability  to  form  general 
concepts.25 

Niebuhr’s  greatest  emphasis  is  on  the  doctrine  of  sin; 
however,  this  must  not  obscure  the  fact  that  men  also  do 
good.  Sin  is  the  transformation  of  the  animal  survival 
impulse,  by  man’s  freedom,  into  the  will  to  power;  good  is 
the  product  when  the  same  impulse  is  spiritualized  into 
self-realization  and  self-giving.  Good  and  evil  are  irre¬ 
trievably  intertwined.  Though  standing  in  contradiction 
to  each  other  they  cannot  be  simply  distinguished.  As  man 
lives  and  strives,  as  individual  or  group,  each  new  creation, 
each  genuine  achievement  of  good,  is  attended  by  its  par¬ 
allel  evil;  the  highest  achievements  of  man  will  ever  be 
attended  with  his  greatest  destructiveness. 

Briefly,  Niebuhrian  human  nature  may  be  summarized 
as  follows.  Man  is  composed  of  two  parts,  one  natural, 
one  spiritual.  The  natural  part  is  made  up  of  vitalities 
and  forms;  the  spiritual  is  made  up  of  vitality  (freedom, 
will)  and  forming  capacity  or  reason.  Niebuhr  further 
emphasizes  that  man  acts  as  a  whole;  the  parts  are  inter¬ 
dependent;  both  creativity  and  destructiveness  involve  all 
four  factors.  Offhand  it  would  seem  that  in  his  philosophy 
the  parts  of  man  are  only  distinguished,  to  enable  con¬ 
ceptual  handling  of  his  subject.  In  actuality,  he  separates 
the  parts  of  man,  only  superficially  uniting  them  by  re¬ 
quiring  that  they  act  together.  The  difference  is  that  he 
sees  these  parts  not  as  manifestations  of  man  but  as  factors 
which  when  aggregated  make  man. 

The  separation  can  perhaps  best  be  shown  by  an  ex¬ 
ample,  and  the  obvious  example  is  sin.  If  man  were  a 
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unity  of  distinguished  parts,  sin,  or  goodness,  or  evil  would 
be  found  in  man  as  a  whole,  for  the  subdivisions  would 
only  be  artificial  rational  tools  superimposed  on  man  for 
conceptual  convenience.  As  man  is  a  unity  of  separated 
parts,  sin  can  be  established  as  a  phenomenon  proper  to 
one  of  the  subdivisions,  for  the  subdivisions  are  recogniz¬ 
able,  discrete  actualities.  In  effect  Niebuhr’s  separation 
of  man  into  distinct  parts  sets  human  nature  into  a  fixed 
and  eternal  pattern.  The  nature  of  man  is  dogmatically 
established. 

Continuing  with  his  dogmatic  nature  of  man,  Niebuhr 
proceeds  to  separate  the  vitalities  of  nature.  “  Vitalities  ” 
in  this  connection  is  a  generic  term  to  cover  instincts, 
drives,  impulses,  and  such.  As  the  terms  “  instinct  ”  and 
“  drive  ”  denote  concrete,  separate  factors,  so  does  “  vitali¬ 
ties.”  Among  the  vitalities  he  refers  to  a  drive  for  unity, 
a  drive  for  consistency,  the  sex  impulse,  self-preservation. 

As  a  rule,  vitalities  and  forms  are  referred  to  in  a  cursory 
fashion  and  for  the  purposes  of  illustration.  Niebuhr  does 
not  make  an  exhaustive  listing  of  them;  he  is  not  the  one 
to  delimit  and  define  them  with  care.  In  fact,  he  does  not 
think  man  can  or  ever  will  fully  understand  himself, 
though  with  the  use  of  science  he  can  make  closer  approxi¬ 
mations.  One  of  his  loudest  criticisms  of  Christian  legal¬ 
ism  is  that  in  trying  to  deduce  from  first  precepts  it  in¬ 
variably  errs  by  favoring  its  own  interests  (institutional)  . 
And  he  doubts  the  efficacy  of  social  science  because,  he  says, 
disinterestedness  will  always  be  corrupted  by  self-interest. 

Self-preservation  is  the  exception  to  the  rule.  Self- 
preservation  is  singled  out  and  placed  at  the  vortex  of 
Niebuhr’s  spiraling  warning  to  the  world.  The  vitalities 
of  the  spirit  clutch  at  it  (this  innocent  impulse  of  the 
animal  world)  and  blow  it  up  to  self-interest,  a  will  to 
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power.  Thence  they  carry  it  higher  and  higher,  swirling 
it  to  wider  and  ever-wider  sweeps  of  destructiveness.  Both 
creativity  and  destructiveness  are  the  result  of  complex 
interactions  of  natural  and  spiritual  vitalities  and  forms. 
But  Niebuhr  early  became  preoccupied  with  one  aspect 
of  the  whole,  which  soon  became  his  comprehensive  touch¬ 
stone  of  interpretation.  While  sin  does  not  eclipse  free¬ 
dom  but  rather  accompanies  it  like  a  dogged  shadow  on  a 
sunny  day,  Niebuhr  treats  sin  much  more  systematically 
and  in  much  greater  detail,  to  the  effect  that  it  becomes 
the  fundamental  principle  upon  which  his  interpretations 
are  based.  And  he  chooses  one  particular  sin  as  far  out¬ 
distancing  the  others  in  importance.  This  is  the  sin  that 
attempts  to  set  man  in  place  of  God,  the  one  erected  on 
what  might  be  considered  the  most  fundamental  natural 
vitality  —  the  instinct  for  self-preservation. 

Two  things,  then,  conspire  to  enhance  the  importance 
of  sin  in  Niebuhr’s  theory.  The  first  is  its  situation  in  the 
self-transcendence  or  freedom  of  man  and  the  fact  that  as 
the  parts  of  human  nature  are  immutable  so  is  the  fact  of 
sin.  The  second  is  that  Niebuhr  pays  disproportionate 
attention  to  sin. 

In  terms  of  Niebuhr’s  concepts,  sin  is  not,  strictly  speak¬ 
ing,  a  factor  in  human  nature.  It  is  a  “  defect  in  man’s 
freedom.”  But  in  effect  Niebuhr’s  sin  becomes  a  self¬ 
acting  essence,  a  rather  complicated  independent  factor  in 
the  human  situation.  The  distinction  that  sin  is  not 
found  in  essential  man  but  in  “  actual  ”  man  is  irrelevant. 
Sin  appears  as  a  recognizable  force  inherent  in  man  and 
independent  of  physical-cultural  surroundings.  It  is  a 
dogmatic  assertion  that  there  is  something  in  the  human 
situation  that  affects  (taints)  all  actions,  thoughts,  or 
aspirations,  something  that  circumscribes  all  other  factors 
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and  lays  down  conditions  for  their  operation  (without  it¬ 
self  being  subject  to  serious  alteration) .  It  is  auspi¬ 
ciously  enthroned  high  above  the  tumultuous  equality  of 
the  other  thronging  and  interacting  factors  in  the  human 
situation. 

Returning  to  orthodoxy  in  theology  with  his  resurrec¬ 
tion  of  sin,  Niebuhr  has  reverted  as  well  to  the  antique 
view  of  a  world  beset  with  self-acting  agents  —  a  view  es¬ 
sentially  magical  in  its  postulation  of  atomistic  forces, 
although  it  sophistically  hides  them  within  human  nature. 
All  of  the  vitalities  he  finds  in  man,  together  with  hybris, 
are  such  forces  of  a  Newtonian  or  pre-Newtonian  character. 

Modern  physics  has,  with  its  field  theory,  decidedly  dis¬ 
carded  this  essentially  animistic  view,  as  have  the  more  ad¬ 
vanced  thinkers  in  biological  theory.  In  an  attempt  to 
standardize  terminology  for  a  more  adequate  understand¬ 
ing  of  man,  Dewey  and  Bentley  have  suggested  the  con¬ 
cept  of  transaction,  meaning  by  trans  not  “  beyond  ”  but 
“  across,”  back  and  forth  from  one  to  the  other.  To  say 
that  man  is  “  transactive,”  then,  is  to  recognize  the  way  he 
has  been  found  to  act,  the  role  he  has  been  found  to  play 
in  the  existential  matrix.  It  is  to  say  that  both  self-acting 
agents  and  inter-acting  forces  (the  pool-table  picture  of 
the  world)  are  not  to  be  detected  either  in  the  physical 
world  or  within  man  himself.  Indeed,  from  the  transac¬ 
tional  approach  it  is  only  loosely  that  we  can  speak  of  man 
and  environment  as  clearly  distinct  one  from  the  other, 
for  otherwise  we  treat  them  as  separate  things  merely  in¬ 
ter-acting  with  each  other. 

In  transaction  the  total  situation  is  the  main  referent, 
organism-and-environment-as-a-whole.  The  parties  to  a 
transaction  are  only  aspects  of  the  “  field,”  so  to  speak; 
they  are  not  atomic  actors  but  parts  of  a  whole  in  action. 
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A  fairly  close  analogy  can  be  seen  in  any  economic  trans¬ 
action  where  it  becomes  senseless  to  speak  of  either  the 
seller  or  the  buyer  by  himself  without  reference  to  the 
other  or  to  the  commodity  or  to  the  “  market.”  26  For 
particular  and  small-scale  occurrences,  where  the  context 
is  simple  and  the  relevant  factors  few  —  as,  say,  a  descrip¬ 
tion  of  a  tennis  match  —  the  old  inter-actional  way  of 
analysis  is  adequate,  as  Newtonian  physics  is  sufficient  to 
problems  of  automechanics.  But  when  social  problems  of 
far-reaching  importance  are  encountered  —  even  when  an 
exhaustive  psychological  and  sociological  explanation  of 
why  the  favorite  tennis  star  lost  is  desired  —  it  is  necessary 
to  go  beyond  the  limitations  set  by  thought  in  terms  of 
fictional  forces,  to  a  transactional  analysis  based  on  man- 
and-culture-as-a-whole.27 

Niebuhr’s  error,  then,  is  that  he  takes  what  are  nothing 
more  than  qualities,  identifiable  qualities,  of  the  total 
moving  human  situation  and  hypostatizes  them  into 
sources  of  motion,  self-actional  or  interactional  agents.  He 
calls  them  vitalities  and  puts  them  within  a  human  nature 
that  is  also  extrapolated  from  the  transactional  whole  of 
life.  And,  his  hybris,  in  a  little  more  complex  fashion, 
heads  the  list  of  offenders. 

Of  course  love  of  power,  self-interest,  egoism,  pride,  and 
so  on,  are  human  traits.  But  they  are  not  explained  or 
clarified  by  being  lumped  together  under  a  general  head¬ 
ing  (i.e.,  hybris)  ,28  And  they  are  lifted  out  of  the  realm  of 
understanding  by  being  set  apart  as  an  intractable  force 
with  a  supernatural  basis. 

Acquired  nature  is  stronger  than  original  nature.  What¬ 
ever  nature  the  human  organism  might  have  had  at  time 
of  birth  is  fundamentally  altered  by  surroundings  —  social 
organizations,  language,  other  persons,  economics,  beliefs. 
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pursuits:  in  general,  by  culture.  Indeed  prenatal  cultural 
influence  is  not  without  importance.  Love  of  power  (the 
essential  meaning  of  hybris) ,  for  example,  should  be  ap¬ 
proached  as  a  complex  phenomenon,  the  product  of  many 
(external)  factors  transacting  with  the  human  organism. 
Love  of  power  is  an  aspect  of  organism-in-environment-as- 
a-whole,  and  is  a  trait  that  becomes  intensified  or  mini¬ 
mized  in  different  cultural  milieus.29 

The  correlation  —  or,  rather,  co-incidence  —  of  the  ap¬ 
pearance  of  Niebuhr’s  school  of  sin  and  the  contemporary 
crescendo  of  irresponsible  power  (political,  economic, 
moral,  and  ideological)  is  apparent.  Niebuhr  suggests 
that  the  modern  creed  of  progress  was  made  plausible  by 
momentary  historic  circumstances.30  The  same  charge  can 
be  aimed,  with  equal  justice,  at  his  own  school  of  thought. 
It  is  interesting  to  note  that  utilitarianism  and  laissez- 
faireism  were  erected  on  the  same  “  self-interest  ”  as  is 
Niebuhr’s  hybris.  In  the  hands  of  the  former,  self-interest 
was  built  into  a  system  of  automatic  adjustment  of  human 
problems  (so  long  as  it  was  not  interfered  with)  and  it 
looked  to  indefinite  progress.  This  occurred  at  a  time 
when  industry  and  opportunity  were  expanding.  Niebuhr 
builds  upon  self-interest  a  creed  of  pessimism  wherein  self- 
interest  leads  to  conflict  and  agglomeration  of  arbitrary 
power  —  this  at  a  time  when  individual  opportunities  are 
curtailed  and  powerful  interests  have  grown  to  dominate 
the  scene. 

In  one  particular  instance  and  for  one  particular  man 
(Niebuhr) ,  it  may  be  unfair  to  insist  that  a  theory  is  noth¬ 
ing  but  a  product  of  the  times.  But,  on  the  other  hand,  a 
school  or  popular  following  may  well  be  due  more  to  the 
situation  than  to  its  leading  philosopher’s  intellectual, 
emotional,  or  moral  persuasiveness.  John  Dewey  puts  it 
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very  strongly:  .  .  any  movement  purporting  to  discover 

the  psychological  causes  and  sources  of  social  phenomena 
is  in  fact  a  reverse  movement,  in  which  current  social 
tendencies  are  read  back  into  the  structure  of  human  na¬ 
ture;  and  are  then  used  to  explain  the  very  things  from 
which  they  are  deduced.”  31 

Putting  it  another  way,  Niebuhr’s  concept  of  hybris 
may  be  said  to  derive  from  observation  of  the  present  prev¬ 
alence  of  anxiety.  The  reasoning  follows  that  the  anxiety 
of  man  is  due  to  his  guilt  —  the  most  apparent  cause  of 
which  today  is  self-interest  —  and  a  feeling  of  responsi¬ 
bility  for  his  sin  (or  for  causing  this  evil)  now  labeled 
“  hybris.”  In  any  case,  it  is  apparent  that  Niebuhr’s  hybris 
has  been  assumed,  not  found.  As  Dean  Sperry  says,  “To 
deal  with  life  in  shades  of  grey  is  far  less  satisfying  than 
to  damn  it  with  deepest  black  or  celebrate  it  with  purest 
white,  but  the  white  and  black  antithesis  is  always  a  dogma 
and  not  an  inference  from  the  actual  facts.”  32 

Niebuhr  not  only  fails  to  realize  that  all  psychological 
or  inner  character  traits  are  more  imposed  than  they  are 
indigenous,  but  also  fails  to  see  that  the  significance  of  an 
impulse  (to  sin)  is  never  exclusively  intrinsic.  The  good¬ 
ness  or  badness  of  an  impulse  is  dependent  upon  the  con¬ 
ditions  under  which  it  acts,  upon  the  culture  or  environ¬ 
ment  in  which  it  is  acting.  Its  value  can  be  assessed  only 
in  connection  with  the  transaction  in  which  other  factors 
are  concerned  —  that  is,  in  terms  of  results.  An  isolated 
impulse,  like  a  bee  in  a  bottle,  is  morally  irrelevant.  The 
maleficence  of  a  love  of  power  varies  with  all  the  factors 
interacting  at  the  moment.  Under  proper  conditions  a 
love  of  power  may  even  culminate  in  valuable  creation.33 
When,  however,  a  supernatural  factor  is  added  to  the  en¬ 
vironment,  as  it  is  by  Niebuhr,  the  situation  is  impossibly 
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complicated.  For  the  supernatural  is  inscrutable  and  so 
then  is  the  meaning  of  man’s  impulses.  We  can  no  longer 
ascertain  their  value  except  through  revelation. 

Unless  divine  pretensions  of  men  (not  man)  are  tied 
with  non-psychological  factors,  nothing  in  particular  is 
explained.  The  very  fact  that  the  abstraction  —  hybris  — 
is  generalized  indiscriminately,  applied  without  differen¬ 
tiation  to  man,  displays  it  as  an  irresponsible  absolute.  It 
is  asserted,  for  instance,  that  man  is  anxious  because  of 
his  sin  and  guilt.  How  much  more  effectively  the  prob¬ 
lem  could  be  attacked  if  it  were  seen  that  not  man  is 
anxious  but  men,  who  are  not  so  much  troubled  by  hybris 
as  by  a  myriad  of  complicated  problems,  difficulties,  con¬ 
flicts.  The  theologian  is  short-circuited  by  his  abstraction 
of  sin  and  generalization  of  it  in  respect  to  man,  to  the 
effect  that  all  pride,  self-love,  and  self-interest  are  read 
rigidly  as  attempts  of  human  beings  to  set  themselves  up  as 
God.  He  fails  to  see  that  they  can  also  be  human  beings’ 
attempts  to  rise  up  from  their  knees  as  men. 

Hybris  is  postulated  as  something  that  cannot  be  manip¬ 
ulated  —  as  inherent  in  man  and  independent  of  external 
factors.  It  conceals  lack  of  understanding  because  under¬ 
standing  is  found  in  transaction,  and  hybris  acts;  it  does 
not  transact.  It  is  set  as  a  postulate  to  explain  other  things, 
but  it  fails  because  it  only  postpones  the  explanation.  It 
cannot  be  understood  itself  because  it  is  prior  to  knowl¬ 
edge:  it  can  only  be  recognized. 

Being  prior  to  knowledge,  sin  cannot  be  treated  as  a 
problem.  Since  it  is  settled  in  advance  that  everything  is 
infected  by  sin,  we  can  do  nothing  about  it.  Similarly  it 
might  be  expected  that  since  Niebuhr  knows  beforehand 
the  cause  of  such  phenomena  as  a  lust  for  power  or  a 
selfish  interest,  they  are  not  problems  to  him  and  he  will 
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be  prevented  from  critically  examining  and  distinguishing 
the  facts  actually  involved.  In  the  development  of  Nie¬ 
buhr’s  theory,  this  is  true,  but  to  a  certain  extent  only. 
For  example,  hybris  in  power  politics  cannot  be  altered, 
but  the  opportunity  to  express  it  may  be  restricted.  Fur¬ 
thermore,  Niebuhr  has  incorporated  in  the  heart  of  his 
theory  a  logic  of  systematic  inconsistency  —  a  dialectic  — 
which  enables  him  to  maintain  positions  which  more  un¬ 
fortunate  absolutists  are  unable  to  support. 

FAITH,  DIALECTIC,  AND  MEANING 

Besides  the  fact  of  sin  and  its  centrality  and  pervasive¬ 
ness  in  human  nature,  there  are  three  concepts  that  must 
be  interwoven  to  make  a  fairly  clear  tapestry  of  the  abso¬ 
lutist  side  of  Niebuhr’s  thought.  Faith,  dialectic,  and 
meaning  form  an  essential  contrast,  support,  and  back¬ 
ground  for  the  scarlet  dragon  of  sin.  But  that  is  all.  They 
are  not  woven  in  counterpoint  with  sin.  They  enrich  the 
masterpiece  but  they  do  not  fundamentally  detract  from 
its  monolithic  scarlet  character. 

Faith 

Faith  has  been  described  as  the  acceptance  of  a  truth  on 
the  credit  of  the  object  in  which  the  faith  is  entrusted. 
Ignoring  its  capitalistic  overtones,  this  approximate  defini¬ 
tion  has  the  advantage  of  showing  the  intimate  relation¬ 
ship  obtaining  between  faith  and  truth.  It  has  the  further 
virtue  of  simulating  Niebuhr’s  interpretation  of  faith 
when  he  says,  “  The  truth  of  the  Christian  faith  must,  in 
fact,  be  apprehended  in  any  age  by  repentance  and 
faith.”  34  For  Niebuhr,  religion  is  the  ultimate  principle 
of  meaning,  the  principle  of  interpretation  used  in  obser¬ 
vation  of  the  facts  and  in  trying  to  give  them  meanings, 
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in  trying  to  fit  them  into  a  total  unity.35  It  is  in  the  light 
of  this  ultimate  principle  of  meaning  that  he  is  able  to  test 
whether  or  not  any  particular  faith  conforms  to  experience. 

But  Niebuhr  is  not  satisfied  just  to  accept  Christianity 
on  faith.  “  All  forms  of  religious  faith  are  principles  of  in¬ 
terpretation  which  we  use  to  organize  our  experience. 
Some  religions  may  be  adequate  principles  of  interpreta¬ 
tion  at  certain  levels  of  experience,  but  they  break  down  at 
deeper  levels.  No  religious  faith  can  maintain  itself  in 
defiance  of  the  experience  which  it  supposedly  inter¬ 
prets.”  30  Thus  Niebuhr’s  interpretations  are  in  terms  of 
the  Christian  faith,  a  faith  which  does  not  defy  experience. 
That  it  can  maintain  itself  because  it  does  not  defy  experi¬ 
ence  seems,  outwardly,  a  means  of  verification,  an  ex¬ 
periential  test.  It  is  certainly  true  that  Niebuhr  spends 
much  time  either  fitting  historical  developments  into  the 
meaning  he  finds  in  the  Bible  or  rewording  Christianity 
to  fit  the  patterns  of  history.  In  support  of  his  philosophy 
of  history,  for  example,  he  gives  empirical  data  which  he 
contends  should  lead  men  to  anticipate  transcendental 
fulfillment.  However,  as  N.  P.  Jacobson  points  out,  all 
of  these  data  are  as  simply  or  more  simply  interpreted 
naturalistically.37  But  Niebuhr  would  deny  manipula¬ 
tions  except  in  so  far  as  he  has  been  subject  to  error;  he 
is  merely  showing  how  the  Christian  faith,  which  has  al¬ 
ways  been  true,  fits  the  facts  and  interprets  them.38 

From  this  we  might  presume  that  even  the  Christian 
faith  would  prove  untenable  should  it  arrive  at  irrecon¬ 
cilable  contradiction  with  experience.  If  the  Christian 
faith  does  not  prove  to  be  a  resource  for  co-ordinating  ex¬ 
perience  into  a  deeper  and  wider  system  of  coherence, 
what  then?  Is  faith  in  faith  to  be  discarded?  Shall  men 
give  their  God  a  blood  test  to  see  if  he  is  indeed  the  father 
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of  all  meaning?  Obviously  no  theologian  would  descend 
to  such  absurdity.39 

It  would  be  a  serious  charge  to  suggest  that  Reinhold 
Niebuhr,  a  professional  philosopher,  has  indulged  in  cir¬ 
cular  reasoning.  Nevertheless,  appearances  strongly  sup¬ 
port  such  a  conclusion  when  it  is  pointed  out  that  “  ex¬ 
perience  ”  in  turn  is  not  something  without  all  systems  of 
thought  but  is  determined  by  the  system  of  meaning 
accepted  by  the  experiencer.  That  the  “  experience  ”  of  a 
Christian  is  more  coherent  when  interpreted  in  terms  of 
the  Christian  faith  is  then  axiomatic.40  The  circle  has 
come  round. 

Niebuhr  maintains  that  in  the  realm  of  truth  “  the 
revelation  of  Christ  is  foolishness,  in  the  sense  that  ex¬ 
perience  does  not  lead  us  to  expect  or  anticipate  the  an¬ 
swer  which  it  makes.”  41  His  view  is  essentially  the  view 
of  Anselm  (even  to  the  detail  of  so  insisting  on  rational 
explanation  as  to  give  the  false  impression  that  he  believes 
unassisted  intelligence  can  penetrate  the  mysteries  of 
faith)  :  that  it  is  not  possible  to  arrive  at  the  truth  by  an 
analytic  procedure,  but  that,  once  accepted,  the  Christian 
faith  becomes  an  adequate  principle  of  interpretation. 
Clearly,  the  “  experience  ”  of  those  who  have  accepted  the 
faith  on  faith  will  find  coherent  interpretation  in  and  will 
“  validate  ”  that  faith.  But  what  of  the  experience  of 
those  who  have  not  accepted  the  faith,  and  what  of  the 
experiences  of  the  faithful  before  conversion?  42  Will  these 
experiences  find  unity  and  co-ordination  in  the  Christian 
faith?  And  if  they  do  not,  is  that  faith  then  untenable? 
Niebuhr  does  not  in  this  connection  differentiate  between 
experiences. 

One  would  be  ill-advised  to  point  out  internal  errors  in 
Niebuhr’s  system,  for  they  could  only  be  apprehended 
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upon  the  basis  of  acceptance  of  faith.  Before  accusing  him 
of  inconsistency  (which  is  not  a  vice,  considering  the 
frailty  of  human  reasoning  and  the  corruption  by  sin  of 
human  logic) ,  before  charging  him  with  an  error  of  cir¬ 
cular  reasoning  (which  to  him  is  not  circular  because  the 
actuality  he  sees  corresponds  with  his  reasoning) ,  we  may 
indict  him  for  obscurantism.  Any  particular  instance 
where  Niebuhr  is  confusing  or  contradictory  may  be  in¬ 
tentionally  so.  It  may  be  the  instance  of  a  paradox.  The 
previous  discussion  might  be  resolved,  for  instance,  by  the 
paradox:  Man  has  and  yet  does  not  have  the  truth. 

Dialectic 

D.  R.  Davies  says  that  Niebuhr's  “  awareness  of  the 
depths  beneath  the  depths  makes  it  impossible  for  him  to 
comprehend  man's  tragic  history  in  a  neat  formula,  with¬ 
out  torn  and  ragged  edges."  43  As  a  realist  Niebuhr  senses 
the  fact  of  complexity  and  the  failure  of  simple  formulas. 

Accordingly,  Niebuhr  has  resorted  to  formulas  appro¬ 
priate  to  the  complexity  he  sees.  He  has  found  it  possible 
to  “  comprehend "  the  totality  of  existence  and  non¬ 
existence  by  the  use  of  paradoxes,  contradictions,  ambigui¬ 
ties,  antinomies,  and  a  dialectic  of  a  sort. 

Paradox  is  found  in  the  fact  that  man  is  a  child  of  na¬ 
ture,  yet  is  a  spirit  who  stands  outside  nature,  life,  him¬ 
self,  his  reason,  and  the  world.44  Man  is  creature  and 
image  of  God;  in  man  is  found  freedom  and  finiteness. 
Man  has  unlimited  possibilities  of  creativity,  but  attendant 
thereupon  increasing  destructiveness.45  Evil  rises  from 
freedom  not  as  a  necessary  consequence  but  as  an  alogical 
fact,  inevitably.46  “  Who  loseth  his  life  shall  find  it." 
Self-realization  is  attained  through  self-giving.47  Man  has 
and  yet  does  not  have  the  truth  or  justice.48  Man  must 
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strive  for  justice,  yet  the  ultimate  truth  is  love  with  which 
justice  is  in  contradiction.49 

Paradox  is,  for  Niebuhr,  essentially  an  affirmation  of 
opposites.  Yet  at  times  he  succeeds  remarkably  well  in  ex¬ 
plaining  paradoxes  by  taking  one  term  in  one  sense  and 
the  other  in  another.  Thus  he  also  uses  paradox  to  cover 
cases  of  seeming  contradiction.  Characteristically  Niebuhr 
shows  more  interest  in  the  phenomena  he  describes  than 
in  the  rigorous  use  of  descriptive  tools. 

Niebuhr's  dialectic  is  central  to  his  theology  and  con¬ 
sequently  to  his  philosophy  and  politics,  which  latter  are 
not  fully  comprehensible  apart  from  his  theology.  Dia¬ 
lectical  relations  are  found  between  such  things  as  history 
and  super-history;  50  agape  (sacrificial  love)  and  eros  (mu¬ 
tual  love)  ;  51  divine  judgment  and  mercy;  God  and  the 
world;  eternity  and  time;  grace  and  nature;  the  ultimate 
goal  of  love  and  realistic  social  ethics; 52  inevitable  sin  and 
responsibility  for  sin.53  This  dialectic  is  a  concept  fre¬ 
quently  difficult  to  distinguish  from  paradox,  and  indeed 
perhaps  not  unambiguously  displaced  by  the  term  “  para¬ 
dox  ”  in  some  of  his  writings. 

The  confusion  of  paradox  and  dialectic  is  easily  explain¬ 
able  if  Niebuhr’s  dialectic  merely  affirms  the  existence  of 
a  thesis  and  an  antithesis  which  are  resolved  in  divine 
synthesis  “  beyond  history.”  In  that  case,  the  only  part  of 
the  process  apparent  to  historic  man  would  be  the  juxta¬ 
position  and  affirmation  of  opposites  —  which  is  paradox. 
Paradox,  in  this  respect,  is  an  element  of  the  dialectic. 
However,  Niebuhr,  through  faith,  does  know  something 
about  the  synthesis.  He  uses  dialectic  in  a  rather  Hegelian 
sense.  It  is  clear  that  the  antithesis  rises  out  of  the  thesis 
and  the  synthesis  resolves  the  opposition  by  combining 
the  two:  history  (time)  springs  from  eternity  and  in  the 
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resolution  history  is  not  denied  nor  totally  affirmed;  eros 
is  a  reflection  of  agape  and  in  the  divine  synthesis  it  is 
both  affirmed  and  denied.  On  the  other  hand  the  paradox 
of  evil  arising  from  freedom  is  solved  by  divine  destruc¬ 
tion  of  evil  through  grace.54 

Meaning 

Since  the  relation  between  the  temporal  and  the  eternal 
is  dialectical,  the  relation  of  time  and  eternity  cannot, 
Niebuhr  believes,  be  expressed  in  simple  rational  terms  — 
the  synthesis  is  at  some  point  without  or  beyond  time,  of 
which  we  cannot  rationally  conceive,  and  it  is  a  resolution 
with  eternity  which  is  incomprehensible  to  us.55  It  can  be 
expressed  only  symbolically.  Niebuhr  arrives  at  the  truth 
by  picking  up  clues  to  the  meaning  of  things  without  be¬ 
ing  able  to  make  an  analytic  description  of  detailed  facts. 
By  over-simplifying  and  by  painting  things  as  they  seem 
rather  than  as  they  are,  he  expects  to  approach  the  eternal. 
The  analogy  is  to  the  artist,  who,  by  the  use  of  deceptive 
(in  one  sense)  symbols,  is  able  to  portray  three  dimensions 
of  space  on  a  two-dimensional  surface.56 

Unfortunately,  thinks  Niebuhr,  symbolism  is  deceptive. 
But,  since  it  is  not  translatable,  there  is  no  possible  sub¬ 
stitute.  We  can  only  be  cautious  of  the  surface  meaning 
and  try  to  accept  symbolic  explanation  in  all  its  entirety 
and  all  its  depth.  Biblical  myth  is  the  source  of  Christian 
truth,  but  it  must  not  be  blithely  interpreted.  Jesus  was 
wrong  in  his  expectation  of  returning  during  the  lifetime 
of  some  of  his  contemporaries.  In  the  same  way,  any  in¬ 
terpretation  that  reads  too  literally,  too  simply,  the  ac¬ 
counts  of  the  Creation,  the  law  of  love,  the  Tower  of 
Babel,  the  Last  Judgment,  and  so  on,  will  inevitably  de¬ 
ceive.  The  analogy  of  the  arts  carries  even  further  into 
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myth:  as  the  artist  must  over-simplify,  must  select  particu¬ 
lar  features  for  emphasis,  must  distort  a  face  to  portray  the 
character  of  a  man,  so  religion  must  over-simplify,  over¬ 
emphasize,  and  distort  the  facts  to  portray  the  relation  of 
time  and  eternity,  God  and  essential  man. 

For  example,  the  myth  of  the  Creation  does  not  deny 
the  truth  of  evolution.  Nor  does  it  “  regard  the  relation  of 
each  fact  and  event  in  history  to  a  divine  Creator  as  ob¬ 
viating  the  possibility  of  an  organic  relation  to  other  facts 
and  events  according  to  natural  order.”  57  But  the  myth 
is  true  in  a  symbolic  sense.  The  myth  of  the  Fall  does  not 
mean  that  men  once  lived  innocent  of  sin.  Nor  does  it 
mean  that  sin  is  a  consequence  of  natural  impulses.  “  The 
perfection  before  the  fall  is,  in  a  sense,  the  perfection  be¬ 
fore  the  act.  Thus  we  are  able  to  conceive  of  a  perfectly 
disinterested  Justice;  but  when  we  act  our  own  achieve¬ 
ments  will  fall  short  of  this  standard.”  58 

The  essential  message  of  myth  is  available  to  those  who 
are  wise  enough  to  cull  out  the  true  insights  expressed  in 
it  by  primitive  imagination.  This  is  the  over-all  chore  that 
Niebuhr  sets  himself.  He  is,  in  fact,  such  a  highly  capable 
interpreter  that  a  reader  is  likely  to  forget  at  times  that 
symbolism  is  irreducible  to  rational  sense.  Reduction  of 
symbolism  by  means  of  paradox  and  dialectic  as  a  logical 
system  succeeds  at  times  in  appearing  sensible.  In  the 
final  analysis,  however,  the  task  is  impossible;  it  is  like 
trying  to  rewrite  a  Schubert  quartet  in  prose.  Niebuhr 
recognizes  the  impossibility  (“  we  have  and  yet  do  not 
have  the  truth  ”)  and  refuses  to  pretend  that  it  is  other¬ 
wise.  The  dialectic  that  he  finds  as  the  logical  structure 
of  myth  is  ideally  suited  to  the  task  of  “  clarifying  ”  the 
unexplainable.  It  does  not  conceal  the  ineffable  quality 
of  the  truth  but  rather  serves  to  emphasize  the  impossibil- 
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ity  of  making  rational  sense  of  it;  the  dialectic  is  itself  irra¬ 
tional.59 

What  then,  according  to  Niebuhr,  is  the  meaning,  the 
coherence  that  Christianity  gives  to  experience?  It  is  only 
partially  rational,  for  the  complete  truth  is  not  available  to 
rational  man  and  the  parts  of  truth  that  he  may  rationally 
grasp  are  in  contradiction  with  each  other.  For  the  rest 
it  is  esthetic  or  spiritual  persuasion  as  accepted  intuitively 
from  myth,  and  it  is  faith  that  the  jumbled  truths  of  Chris¬ 
tianity  “  ultimately  explain  ”  self-transcendent  man. 

Essentially,  Niebuhr’s  search  for  meaning  in  the  past  — 
in  the  past  as  interpreted  through  dogmatism,  it  turns 
out  —  is  based  on  the  same  inspiration  as  that  impelling 
the  wanderings  of  the  other  neo-orthodox  theologians  and 
the  neo-Thomists.  Meaning  is  a  cultural  phenomenon,  a 
quality  of  man-in-culture-as-a-whole.  It  is  a  function  of 
the  cultural  crosscurrents  and  coherences  of  the  day.  The 
present  time  being  one  of  disjunction  (primarily  because 
the  disruptions  brought  about  by  the  scientific  revolution 
in  things  physical  have  not  been  alleviated  by  correspond¬ 
ing  developments  in  social  or  moral  science) ,  these  men 
have  mistakenly  assumed  that  meaning  is  to  be  recaptured 
by  retreat  in  part  or  in  whole  to  moral  harmonies  of  the 
past  or  to  ancient  prescriptions  for  harmony. 

The  character  of  Niebuhrian  meaning  may  be  brought 
out  more  clearly  by  a  consideration  of  causation  —  a  sub¬ 
ject  intimately  dependent  on  meaning  (coherence) . 
Causation  participates  in  the  dialectic-logic  of  myth.  The 
myth  of  the  Creation  points  out  that  the  temporal  process 
is  not  self-explanatory.  It  contradicts  what  Niebuhr  says 
is  the  modern  understanding  in  which  the  antecedent 
cause  tends  to  become  the  sufficient  cause  of  a  subsequent 
event.  Natural  causation  is  read  correctly  as  long  as  this 
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error  is  not  made.  But  to  it  must  be  added  the  antithetic 
Christian  concept  of  creation  ex  nihilo .60 

To  go  back  to  sin:  the  dominant  position  of  human  na¬ 
ture  and  sin  in  Niebuhr’s  thought  was  suggested  at  the  be¬ 
ginning  of  this  chapter.  It  has  yet  to  be  demonstrated  in 
relation  to  the  other  dogmatic  or  a  priori  aspects  of  his 
thought  treated  immediately  above.  In  a  sense  it  cannot 
be  rigidly  demonstrated  because  neither  human  nature  nor 
sin  is  the  starting  point  from  which  the  rest  of  Niebuhr’s 
philosophy  is  derived  in  a  logical  or  a  necessary  fashion. 
This  for  two  reasons:  first,  a  theologian  (and  there  is  no 
doubt  that  Niebuhr  is  a  theologian  before  he  is  anything 
else)  would  be  a  contradiction  in  terms  and,  by  Niebuhr’s 
own  testimony,  the  greatest  of  hypocritical  sinners  if  he 
did  not  postulate  God  and  derive  man  therefrom.  Second, 
a  philosophy  built  of  the  strings  of  dialectic  and  the  straws 
of  paradox  is  not  a  simple,  step-by-step  construction. 

In  another  and  more  fundamental  sense  —  that  is,  in  the 
sense  of  warping,  limiting,  conditioning,  necessitating,  and 
influencing  —  the  dominant  centrality  of  human  nature, 
and  particularly  of  the  sin  in  human  nature,  can  be  shown. 
This  may  be  seen  in  the  interrelations  obtaining  between 
human  nature  and  sin,  and  the  other  a  priori  assumptions. 

There  is  a  possibility  that  hybris  and  human  nature  were 
read  in  toto  out  of  biblical  symbolism.  But  they  were  more 
probably  read  into  myth.  If  after  thousands  of  years  the 
true  character  of  man  finally  has  been  extracted  from  the 
basic  literature  of  Christianity,  the  interpreter  must  dem¬ 
onstrate  superhuman  poetic  penetration  or  an  act  of  grace. 
The  very  nature  of  myth  as  an  artistic  medium  precludes 
the  possibility  of  reading  anything  in  detail  out  of  it.  The 
things  men  communicate  by  means  of  art  are  put  into  the 
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art  medium  precisely  because  they  are  ineffable.  In  so  far 
as  writing  is  poetic  or  artistic,  what  it  communicates  can¬ 
not  be  said  in  words,  even  dialectically;  it  is  non-rational 
expression.  What  is  said  in  a  piece  of  literature  is  avail¬ 
able  to  anyone  who  can  understand  the  words  and  se¬ 
quences  of  words  used;  what  is  “  said  ”  through  the  same 
piece  of  literature  as  an  artistic  medium  cannot  be  told.  A 
somewhat  middle  ground  is  held  by  the  symbolic  in  litera¬ 
ture.  This  is  presumably  available  only  to  those  individ¬ 
uals  who  are  able  to  “  catch  on.”  However,  symbolism  is 
not  so  obscure  but  what  the  ordinary  person  can  under¬ 
stand  and  acclaim  it  when  it  is  shown  to  him.  After  all,  it 
was  introduced  into  the  writing  to  be  noticed. 

The  “  symbolism  ”  Niebuhr  is  interpreting  out  of  myth 
is  not  of  the  order  of  that  used  by  Jonathan  Swift,  James 
Joyce,  or  Chinese  ceremonial.  It  is  indistinctly  interme¬ 
diate  or  vacillating  between  artistic  expression  and  symbol¬ 
ism.  It  is  now  “  poetic  truth,”  61  now  simple  metaphor. 
When  he  is  supposedly  articulating  artistic  communication 
it  is  a  disguise  of  direct  intuition.  When  he  is  supposedly 
disengaging  the  truth  from  the  shackles  of  symbolism,  he 
is  in  reality  reading  into  the  symbol  its  meaning.  No  one 
can  recognize  symbol  except  as  he  knows  by  other  means  of 
the  material  symbolized.  Erewhon  does  not  satirize  Eng¬ 
land  except  when  England  is  previously  known;  the  dove 
does  not  symbolize  peace  except  as  tradition  has  carried 
this  special  information.  If  Niebuhr  has  found  the  char¬ 
acter  of  man  in  symbolic  myth  it  is  only  by  virtue  of  the 
fact  that  he  has  independently  observed  or  assumed  this 
character  and  has  found  that  it  can  be  nicely  fitted  into 
myth.  The  remarkable  coincidence  (previously  men¬ 
tioned)  of  the  picture  of  the  hybris- ridden  man  and  times 
of  manifest  irresponsible  power  politics  is  not  to  be  lightly 
cast  aside. 
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Furthermore  it  is  difficult  to  see  how  a  detailed  theory  of 
human  nature  could  be  read  out  of  the  simple  biblical 
tales.  A  twofold  character  of  man  may  be  seen  in  the  life 
of  Christ  and  in  the  story  of  the  Crucifixion,  but  the  fine 
points  of  a  full  theory  of  man  can  scarcely  be  ferreted  out 
of  humble  narrative. 

On  the  contrary,  with  truth  allegedly  found  in  the  in¬ 
terstices  of  biblical  symbolism,  the  possibilities  of  domina¬ 
tion  by  a  central  concept  are  heightened.  The  myth  can 
be  conveniently  viewed  (not  necessarily  “  rationalized  ”) 
in  a  new  light  since  symbolism  is  a  non-precise  and  highly 
malleable  medium.  The  lack  of  specific  criteria  for  selec¬ 
tion  and  interpretation  of  myth  leaves  the  field,  by  default, 
to  an  overweening  concept  —  in  Niebuhr’s  instance,  to 
sin. 

It  is  significant  that  human  nature  is  tied  with  ancient 
statements,  with  early  formulations  of  the  human  mind. 
Only  on  the  assumption  that  human  nature  is  static  (in 
part)  and  forever  fixed  (in  part)  can  a  theologian  hope  to 
find  the  key  to  human  character  in  literature  depicting  the 
problems  and  events  of  two  thousand  years  ago.  To  this 
extent  at  least  the  use  of  biblical  myth  is  dependent  on 
prior  assumption  in  human  nature.  Any  artistic  or  ra¬ 
tional  attempts  at  formulating  difficulties  into  problems 
are  relevant  only  to  their  particular  historical  settings. 
Problems  are  particular  and  they  change  with  the  times, 
with  the  rise  of  new,  the  disappearance  of  old,  and  the 
transformation  of  other  factors  in  the  situation.  So  far 
then  as  “  truths  ”  are  abstracted  from  the  Bible  they  can 
only  be  generalized,  applied  to  the  present,  with  great  at¬ 
tention  to  relevant  similarities  of  situation.  And  whoso¬ 
ever  indiscriminately  generalizes  has  beforehand  assumed 
that  there  are  truths  which  are  independent  of  time  and 
place,  that  difficulties  or  conflicts  (at  least  those  to  which 
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the  truths  of  the  Bible  are  applied)  are  eternal  and  not 
affected  by  or  made  up  of  changing  factors.  Such  for 
Niebuhr  is  hybris.  It  is  an  eternal  evil  (difficulty)  in  a  field 
of  immutable  factors.  If  man’s  nature  were  not  assumed 
to  be  static  (in  part),  biblical  truths  would  have  to  be  ac¬ 
cepted  in  context  of  the  culture  in  which  they  were 
written.62 

Niebuhr  runs  into  constant  criticism  for  his  handling  of 
'the  Bible,  chiefly  because  of  his  lack  of  criteria.  C.  C.  Mc- 
Cown  points  out  that  few  leading  biblical  scholars  in  the 
well-known  theological  faculties  of  either  Germany,  Eng¬ 
land,  France,  or  America  have  taken  up  with  neo-ortho¬ 
doxy.63  He  finds  it  inconsistent  with  a  sound  method  of 
biblical  criticism.  Bernard  Loomer  contends  that  the  phil¬ 
osophical  framework  involved  in  a  theological  statement 
of  faith  should  be  made  as  explicit  as  possible  and  that  neo¬ 
orthodox  transcendentalism  erects  philosophical  predilec¬ 
tions  in  “  guise  of  being  part  of  the  content  of  Christian 
faith.”  64  Andrew  Banning  points  out  that  neo-orthodoxy 
not  only  lacks  biblical  criticism  as  a  basis  for  judgment 
but  finds  no  grounding  in  the  traditions  of  the  Christian 
Church,  in  “  the  historic  landmarks  of  Christianity.”  65 
He  believes  neo-orthodoxy’s  “  return  to  biblical  doctrine 
and  the  ‘  theology  of  the  Word  of  God  ’  shows  unmistak¬ 
able  evidence  of  being  rooted  in  neo-Kantianism  and  exis¬ 
tentialism  ”  68  —  the  influence  of  contemporary  perspec¬ 
tives. 

Even  Karl  Barth,  one  of  the  German  founders  of  the  neo¬ 
orthodox  school,  accuses  Niebuhr  and  his  group  of  quoting 
“  the  Bible  according  to  choice,  that  is  to  say,  according  as 
it  appeared  to  them  to  strengthen  their  own  view,  and  with¬ 
out  feeling  any  need  to  ask  whether  the  words  quoted  really 
have  in  their  context  the  meaning  attributed  to  them.”  67 
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This  seems  reminiscent  of  the  old  battle  of  authorities, 
showing  even  more  the  need  for  criteria.  Niebuhr’s  justi¬ 
fied  retort  is  that  “  literalism  ”  is  even  more  hazardous 
than  the  Christ-myth  theory  because  echoes  and  accents  of 
the  period  appear  in  the  Scriptures.  Thus,  he  says,  literal¬ 
ism  “  may  indeed  emancipate  us  from  the  prejudices  of 
our  own  age,  but  at  the  price  of  binding  us  to  the  prejudices 
of  bygone  ages.”  68 

Niebuhr,  however,  is  still  left  with  only  “  the  mind  of 
Christ  ”  as  standard.  And  that  is  vague  indeed.  As  Dean 
Sperry  says,  “  We  are  living  in  an  age  when  dogmatism  is 
the  order  of  the  day.”  69  Under  the  searching  scrutiny  of 
biblical  criticism,  Christianity  has  been  forced  to  give  up, 
one  by  one,  its  cherished  beliefs.  While  accepting  the 
latest  in  criticism,  “  the  theory  of  the  Christ-myth  is  in¬ 
tended  to  defend  the  spiritual  essence  of  Christianity  and 
to  free  our  religion  from  its  precarious  dependence  upon 
dubious  historical  data.”  70  It  is,  then,  an  attempt  at  reas¬ 
surance  in  the  presence  of  the  insecurity  brought  about  by 
free  inquiry.  Nevertheless,  Sperry  re-emphasizes,  “  his¬ 
torically,  the  Christian  religion  is  supposed  to  rest  upon  the 
rock  of  fact,  not  upon  the  shifting  sands  of  pious  specula¬ 
tion.”  71  Neo-orthodoxy’s  “  cavalier  neglect  of  the  words 
and  deeds  of  Jesus  ...  is  as  partisan  an  account  of  Chris¬ 
tianity  as  the  critical  and  historical  study  of  the  Gospels 
may  have  been  at  an  earlier  time.”  72 

This  opinion  is  reinforced  by  the  assertion  of  Paul  Til¬ 
lich  (himself  a  participant  in  the  neo-orthodox  movement) 
that  “  any  dogmatic  interference  with  [philological-histori¬ 
cal  criticism  of  the  biblical  literature]  would  drive  us  into 
new  or  old  superstitions  —  myths  and  symbols  not  under¬ 
stood  as  myths  and  symbols  —  and,  since  this  cannot  be 
done  without  the  unconscious  suppression  of  sounder 
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knowledge,  to  fanaticism.  The  power  of  this  neo-biblicism 
is  obvious  in  continental  Europe,  but  it  can  already  be  felt 
in  this  country  also.”  73  It  then  becomes  a  nice  question 
whether  or  not  Niebuhr’s  group  will  be  able  to  maintain 
the  purity  of  their  myths  as  myths  and  their  symbols  as 
symbols. 

As  usual  the  idea  of  sin  is  dominant  in  Niebuhr’s  think¬ 
ing  about  the  meaning  of  the  Bible.  However,  for  what  it 
is  worth  and  so  far  as  it  goes,  he  has  a  subordinate  general 
criterion  for  biblical  interpretation:  to  avoid  conflict  with 
the  natural  sciences,  to  incorporate  the  various  sciences  into 
his  system  of  meaning  while  taking  their  disciplines,  as  he 
sees  them,  seriously.  “  The  accumulated  evidence  of  the 
natural  sciences  ”  has  convinced  him  “  that  the  realm  of 
natural  causation  is  more  closed,  and  less  subject  to  divine 
intervention,  than  the  biblical  world  view  assumes.”  74  So 
he  does  not  believe  that  “  revelatory  events  validate  them¬ 
selves  by  a  divine  break-through  in  the  natural  order,”  75 
and  accepts,  for  example,  the  healing  miracles  which  are 
in  accord  with  psychosomatic  medicine. 

The  limitations  set,  by  Niebuhr’s  dogmatic  presupposi¬ 
tions,  on  this  outwardly  liberal  gesture  toward  a  criterion 
are  quickly  apparent.  On  the  basis  of  these  concessions  to 
science  he  expects  to  be  able  to  “  engage  in  a  debate  with 
psychologists  on  the  question  of  what  level  of  human  self¬ 
hood  is  adequately  illumined  by  psychiatric  techniques  and 
what  level  of  the  self  as  subject  and  free  spirit  evades  these 
analyses  ”  and  “  with  social  scientists  on  the  possibilities 
and  the  limits  of  a  rational  justice  in  human  society.”  7a 
Note  that  it  is  not  an  inquiry  for  determining  the  truth, 
but  a  debate  between  truth  and  error. 

With  a  system  of  meaning  that  transcends  reason, 
Niebuhr  finds  himself  in  a  position  from  which  he  cannot 
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accept  the  standards  other  men  have  relied  upon.  Literal¬ 
ism  is  out  because  “  scientific  ”  criticism  has  reduced  the 
Bible  to  probability.  Christian  tradition  is  out  because 
human  institutions  succumb  to  the  temptation  of  divine 
pretension  just  as  do  individuals,  only,  as  we  shall  see,77 
in  an  aggravated  form.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  any  standard  is 
out  by  the  simple  reason,  if  by  no  other,  of  the  limitations 
on  human  reason  resulting  from  sin. 

Niebuhr  sounds  a  four-bell  warning  against  trying  to 
establish  a  simple  system  of  coherence,  particularly  a  sys¬ 
tem  that  identifies  meaning  with  rationality.  “  1.  Things 
and  events  may  be  too  unique  to  fit  into  any  system 
of  meaning.  ...  2.  Realms  of  coherence  and  meaning 

may  stand  in  rational  contradiction  to  each  other.  .  .  . 

3.  There  are  configurations  and  structures  which  stand 
athwart  every  rationally  conceived  system  of  meaning.  .  .  . 

4.  Genuine  freedom,  with  the  implied  possibility  of  violat¬ 
ing:  the  natural  and  rational  structures  of  the  world,  cannot 
be  conceived  in  any  natural  or  rational  scheme  of  co¬ 
herence.”  78  Thus,  he  entrenches  himself  behind  ambi¬ 
guity,  paradox,  and  the  dialectic. 

As  many  of  his  critics  have  observed,  this  treatment  of 
reason  verges  on  obscurantism.  It  may  be  that  Niebuhr’s 
pyrotechnic  display  of  paradox  is  a  subtle  way  of  elevating 
absurdities  to  a  more  worthy  level.79  Perhaps  Niebuhr  is 
close  to  making  a  virtue  of  being  non-rational.80  It  may  be 
that  under  Niebuhr’s  attack  upon  reason,  theology  will 
degenerate  into  a  process  of  weaving  intricate  contradic¬ 
tions  and  paradoxes.81  These  possibilities  seem  even  more 
grimly  ominous  when  it  is  pointed  out  that  Niebuhr  be¬ 
lieves  a  rational  validation  of  the  Christian  faith  would 
entail  loss  of  redemptive  power.82  As  Klausner  says,  “  there 
is  much  [redemptive]  power  in  rational  comprehension.”  83 
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The  point  is  that  reason  does  accomplish  a  lot  and  can  ac¬ 
complish  we  know  not  how  much  more. 

It  is  unnecessary  to  claim  infallibility  for  reason,  or  yet 
to  expect  ultimate  rational  comprehension  of  man  by  man. 
It  is  unnecessary  even  to  insist  that  reason  is  a  divine  instru¬ 
ment  given  to  man  to  use  for  his  betterment.84  It  is  un¬ 
necessary  to  pretend  that  reason  can  proceed  to  understand¬ 
ing  apart  from  the  other,  non-rational  aspects  of  human 
nature.  Indeed,  reason  is  fallible;  it  proceeds  by  methods 
of  successive  approximation  and  it  depends  intimately  not 
just  on  the  non-rational  in  man  but  on  man-in-culture-as- 
a- whole.  Niebuhr  is  right  to  say  that  reason  doesn't  work 
by  itself.  But  he  is  wrong  to  separate  it  out  as  a  thing  in 
itself  and  then  put  “  limits  ”  to  it.  He  cannot  possibly 
know  the  line  of  limitation  by  any  but  dogmatic  means. 
And  constant  reiteration  of  the  supposed  fact  of  limita¬ 
tion  must  tend  prematurely  to  discourage  creative  thought. 
Separating  reason  from  the  vitalities  of  the  spirit  too  ab¬ 
solutely,  he  belittles  the  participation  of  thought  (reason) 
in  the  freedom  of  man  (as  he  calls  it) ,  in  creativity.85 

While  we  may  agree  that  the  “  total  of  reality  is  more 
complex  than  any  scheme  of  rational  meaning  which  may 
be  invented  to  comprehend  it,"  86  we  do  not  find  ourselves 
compelled  to  an  early  abdication  of  thoughtful  effort  or  to 
an  aggravation  of  the  labors  of  thought  by  spinning  para¬ 
doxes  in  justification  of  faith.  If  the  latter  is  to  be  the 
alternative  abuse  of  reason,  we  rather  agree  with  A.  E. 
Murphy  that  although  we  welcome  it  as  an  aid  to  reason 
“  we  shall  have  to  ask  .  .  .  faith  to  identify  itself  and 
present  its  credentials  "; 87  or  we  half  suspect  with  Sperry 
“  that  this  anti-intellectual  brief  for  revealed  religion  is  a 
sign  of  doubt  rather  than  a  sign  of  faith."  88 
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SUMMARY 

A  case  could  be  drawn  up  to  show  that  Niebuhr’s  quest 
for  “  meaning  ”  is  an  elaboration  of  the  observed  or  postu¬ 
lated  (perhaps  half  and  half)  vitality  in  human  nature  —  a 
drive  for  unity.  It  would  not  be  incongruous  with  his 
tendency  to  find  (and  to  explain  things  by)  forces  instead 
of  transactions.  Man  being  creature  and  creator,  being  in 
nature  and  transcendent,  being  finite  and  spiritual,  is  nat¬ 
urally  anxious  by  reason  of  his  ambiguous  position,  and 
naturally  conceives  an  impulse  to  find  unity  or  meaning 
above  and  beyond  himself.  Hybris  is,  in  a  sense,  a  misdi¬ 
rected  search  for  this  unity. 

Hybris  is  also  the  reason  why  “  meaning  ”  is  above  and 
beyond  man.  As  long  as  sin  perverts  reason,  the  truth  can¬ 
not  be  fully  known.  “  Meaning,”  far  from  being  a  func¬ 
tion  of  culture,  is  thrown  outside  of  reason  into  the  realm 
of  the  supernatural.  On  the  other  hand,  simply  because 
man  is  (in  part)  transcendent,  coherence  for  him  is  also 
transcendent.  (Moreover  there  is  a  limited  proof  of 
Christianity  in  its  capacity  for  integrating  human  experi¬ 
ence.)  Meaning  for  the  transcendent  must  transcend. 
The  center  of  “  meaning  ”  must  be  without  history  —  or 
man  is  committing  idolatry. 

Causation  was  used  above  to  illustrate  meaning.  It  also 
illustrates  the  bonds  connecting  meaning  with  human  na¬ 
ture  and  sin.  Niebuhr  finds  causation  in  sequence  and  in 
creation  ex  nihilo  because  man  is  ambiguously  finite  and 
transcendent.  Because  his  horizon  is  clouded  with  abso¬ 
lutes,  Niebuhr  does  not  see  that  time  is  a  genuine  factor  in 
causation  and  thus  that  creation  ex  nihilo  is  unnecessary  to 
an  understanding  of  the  world.  Furthermore,  he  does  not 
even  consider  the  possibility  of  cotemporal  causation  found 
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in  transaction  89  because  he  thinks  in  terms  of  forces:  hybris 
is  a  force  and  it  acts  unilaterally  to  cause  subsequent  effects. 

Even  faith,  the  sine  qua  non  of  Niebuhr's  meaning  (and 
of  his  Christianity) ,  is  not  independent  of  human  nature. 
(I  am  tempted  to  say  it  is  tainted  by  sin  —  for  if  it  were 
not,  why  should  it  be  so  elaborately  justified  with  partial 
proofs?)  Faith  is  necessitated  by  man's  paradoxical  posi¬ 
tion,  part  free  and  part  natural.  Being  ambiguously  tran¬ 
scendent  and  not  transcendent,  man  cannot  view  the 
firmament  in  all  its  depths  of  truth  without  the  grace  of 
God.  The  grace  of  God  cannot  take  the  form  of  enduring 
communication  to  the  reasoning  half  of  spiritual  man  on 
account  of  the  wounds  inflicted  on  the  latter  by  sin.  It 
must  act  through  the  transitory  medium  of  faith.90 

Niebuhr's  dialectic  is  likewise  a  function  of  human  am¬ 
biguity  and  sin.  As  long  as  man  is  composed  of  op¬ 
posites  —  of  transcendence  and  finiteness,  of  freedom  and 
sin  —  unity  can  be  achieved  only  through  dialectic  and 
paradox,  unless  there  is  some  other  form  of  logic  suited  to 
the  mystical  embrace  of  incompatibles.91  Dialectic  is  a 
useful  way  of  superficially  uniting  separated  parts.  To 
anyone  not  temperamentally  suited  to  paradox  and  antin¬ 
omy,  reversion  to  dialectic  indicates  that  new  assumptions 
must  be  tried,  that  an  attempt  must  be  made  to  reform¬ 
ulate  the  problem,  that  in  so  far  as  these  ambiguities  tie  up 
with  human  nature  the  possibilities  of  a  new  interpretation 
of  human  nature  must  be  sounded. 

The  dialectic-paradox  method  embodies  the  further  con¬ 
venience  of  adaptability  to  the  whims  of  the  philosopher. 
It  can  be  turned  on  and  off  at  will  and  thus  can  conform 
to  any  capricious  interpretation  of  human  nature.  It  is  an 
appropriate  tool  for  a  man  whose  reason  is  stultified  by  the 
stale  air  of  sin,  because  it  is  found  indigenous  to  the  mean- 
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ings  (biblical  and  later)  revealed  through  the  saving  grace 
of  faith.92 

Given  the  uncompromising,  absolute,  inevitable  fact  of 
sin,  a  dialectic  is  an  essential  tool  to  facilitate  insistence 
upon  responsibility  for  sin.  To  a  man  not  versed  in  the 
subtleties  of  the  dialectic,  inevitable  sin  and  responsibility 
for  sin  is  of  the  same  order  as  insistence,  for  example,  that 
the  unemployed  during  times  of  industrial  world-wide 
depression  are  personally  responsible  and  guilty  for  being 
unable  to  get  a  job.  The  uninitiated  would  normally  feel 
that  men  are  responsible  for  the  evils  of  the  world  so  long 
as  they  can  set  about  eliminating  them.  But  Niebuhr 
postulates  a  sin  that  man  cannot  begin  to  eliminate.  To 
maintain  an  attitude  of  responsibility  he  must  then  resort 
to  a  mystical  technique  which  recognizes  the  incompatibil¬ 
ity  of  the  two  yet  affirms  them  both.93  It  is  interesting  to 
notice,  in  passing,  how  Niebuhr  seeks  to  temper  the 
strangeness  to  reason  of  this  irrational  procedure.  With¬ 
out  at  the  same  time  concealing  the  dialectical  relation  of 
sin  and  responsibility,  he  pauses  to  pay  tribute  to  the  way 
men  think,  making  the  situation  only  seemingly  rational  by 
the  use  of  general  words.  Thus  the  meaningless  distinc¬ 
tion  is  made  that  sin  is  not  “  necessary  ”  but  is  “  inevit¬ 
able.”  94 

Not  content  with  abstract  responsibility,  Niebuhr  pro¬ 
ceeds  to  empower  man  to  alter  the  inevitable  and  treat  the 
intractable.  The  dialectic  is  necessary  because  otherwise 
everything  would  come  to  a  halt  under  the  dead  weight  of 
sin.  Dialectic  is  a  technique  resorted  to  in  order  to  make 
it  possible  to  do  something  about  hy  bris ,  about  which  noth¬ 
ing  can  be  done  (by  man) ,  and  in  order  to  enable  the  phi¬ 
losopher  to  accept  change,  development,  or  progress  while 
holding  man  fixed  and  unchanging  in  his  nature.  The 
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particular  terms  of  dialectic  conjured  with  in  this  connec¬ 
tion  are  agape  (sacrificial  love)  —  the  ultimate  goal  —  and 
“  a  realistic  social  ethic.”  Agape  is  eternal,  fitted  to  the 
eternal  in  man,  but  unattainable  by  man  because  of  his 
sinful  condition.  Nevertheless,  man  may  somehow  work 
toward  the  goal  of  “  a  realistic  social  ethic  ”  in  spite  of  the 
“  irrelevance  ”  of  sin.  Thus  in  a  dialectic  way  Niebuhr 
leaves  man  an  incentive  to  strive  and  to  overcome  evil.95 
This  aspect  of  Niebuhrian  thought  will  be  examined  in 
greater  detail  in  the  next  chapter. 

The  present  chapter  has  been  an  attempt  to  deal  with 
the  absolutes  of  Niebuhr’s  system.  While  the  various  ele¬ 
ments  of  his  a-priori-ism  are  interconnected  and  interde¬ 
pendent,  sin  and  its  position  in  the  static  human  nature 
(which  varies  within  limits)  are  seen  to  be  chief  among 
them.  And  it  is  of  great  importance  to  observe  that  sin 
emerges  as  an  abstract  force  —  a  “  corruption  of  vitality,” 
if  you  want  —  not  as  a  concrete  phenomenon  brought 
about  within  the  transactive  situation. 

Subsequent  chapters  will  endeavor  to  explain  the  influ¬ 
ence  of  Niebuhr’s  dogmatism  and  of  his  predominant  pre¬ 
occupation  with  sin  on  the  more  down-to-earth  portions  of 
his  thought.  They  will  be,  in  a  way,  an  investigation  of 
Niebuhr’s  contention,  discussed  above,  that  “  Christian¬ 
ity  ”  is  the  greatest  resource  for  bringing  coherence  into 
the  world.  Does  his  theory  explain,  or  explain  more  fully, 
things  unexplained  or  poorly  explained  by  the  theories  of 
others?  How  useful,  how  productive,  is  it?  In  broad  out¬ 
line,  however,  these  questions  are  settled  in  advance  by  the 
recognition  of  men  as  aspects  of  a  transactional  world.96 
This  transactional  understanding  of  the  character  of  man 
contradicts  any  belief  that  constructs  a  final  statement  of 
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man  or  of  man-in-part.  A  theory  or  set  of  concepts  is 
tested  for  its  usefulness,  partially  at  least,  by  its  seeming 
promise  of  development  and  self-correction.  There  is  lit¬ 
tle  promise  of  either  in  a  theory  that  postulates  impossibles, 
unchangeables,  and  intractables. 


CHAPTER  THREE 


Experiment  a  lism  Between 
Two  Christs 


Faith  is  a  fine  invention 
For  gentlemen  who  see; 

But  microscopes  are  prudent 
In  an  emergency! 

Emily  Dickinson 

The  present  chapter  will  endeavor  to  place  what 
Niebuhr  considers  his  “  experimentalism  ”  in  its  proper 
position  with  respect  to  the  absolutes  of  his  philosophy. 
Niebuhr  “  comes  down  to  earth  ”  in  a  dialectic  fog.  As  it 
lifts,  we  see  man  struggling  with  two  antitheses.  He  is 
contending  with  history,  time,  or  finiteness,  which  sprang 
from  super-history,  eternity,  or  infinity;  and  he  is  striving 
toward  “  a  realistic  social  ethic,”  which  has  emerged  from 
sacrificial  love.  Niebuhr’s  “experimentalism”  is  located 
in  time  or  history,  is  illumined  by  the  dialectic  of  sin  and 
responsibility,  and  is  directed  toward  the  proximate  (not 
ultimate)  end  of  a  realistic  social  ethic. 

HISTORY  AND  THE  PARADOX  OF  GRACE 

History,  or  time,  is  the  stage  upon  which  men  must  play 
the  drama  of  existence.  The  stage  as  constructed  by  the 
architect-philosopher  may  aid  or  impede  the  actions  of  the 
players.  Before  the  show  begins  we  must  investigate  what 
boards  are  loose,  what  trap  doors  are  open,  how  cramped 
the  space  is,  what  obstacles  the  actors  will  encounter. 
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Niebuhr  contends  that  “  the  difference  in  the  attitude  of 
various  cultures  toward  history  is  determined  by  contradic¬ 
tory  estimates  of  man’s  transcendence  over  historical  proc¬ 
ess,  including  his  final  transcendence  over  himself.”  1  The 
true  conception  of  history  must  then  come  from  the  inter¬ 
pretation  Niebuhr  has  given  of  man’s  position.  Man  is 
ambiguously  within  and  yet  transcending  history.  “  In  so 
far  as  he  transcends  history  the  source  of  life’s  meaning 
must  transcend  history.”  2 

There  are,  Niebuhr  believes,  two  particular  characteris¬ 
tics  of  the  Christian  view  of  history.  (1)  Without  an  ex¬ 
pectation  of  Christ  there  can  be  no  Christ.  (2)  The  true 
Christ  cannot  be  the  Christ  who  is  expected.  These  are 
the  unique  features  of  the  Christian  view.  They  indicate 
that  history  is  potentially  meaningful  and  that  potential 
meaning  has  been  fulfilled  in  Christianity.  But  they  also 
insist  that  the  Messiah  must  disappoint  as  well  as  fulfill 
expectation  because  man’s  expectations  are  invariably 
tainted  with  egoism.3 

The  relation  (as  found  in  the  symbolism  of  the  Bible) 
of  history  to  super-history  is  dialectic.  History  points  be¬ 
yond  itself  by  reason  of  the  freedom  and  transcendence  of 
the  human  spirit.  Niebuhr  thinks  this  is  clearly  revealed 
even  from  a  rational  and  experiential  interpretation  of  the 
possibilities  and  limits  of  history.4  That  history  is  fulfilled 
and  negated  in  eternity  leads  Niebuhr  to  an  interpretation 
of  history  as  an  “  interim  ”  between  the  first  and  second 
comings  of  Christ.  That  Christ  conceived  the  “  interim  ” 
to  be  short,  symbolically  expresses  the  idea  that  the  condi¬ 
tion  of  freedom  and  finiteness  is  not  normative  for  man. 
And,  because  man  can  never  be  completely  in  contradiction 
with  his  own  true  nature,  history  also  attains  realizations 
of  meaning.  Final  synthesis  (at  the  second  coming)  is 
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symbolized  in  the  Atonement.  Justice  and  forgiveness  of 
God  are  one  as  Father  and  Son  are  One.  Yet  they  are  not 
one  as  Father  and  Son  are  two.  History  is  “  disappointed  ” 
and  fulfilled.6 

The  truth  of  God  must  be  a  self-disclosure  or  we  would 
know  nothing  of  His  character.  The  situation  is  similar  to 
our  lack  of  understanding  of  other  persons.  We  may  ob¬ 
serve  a  man’s  behavior,  scientifically  study  his  reactions 
and  habits,  but,  purely  in  these  terms,  we  cannot  under¬ 
stand  him.  Moreover  we  falsify  his  uniqueness  by  trying 
to  understand  him  in  terms  of  our  own  selves  and  of  knowl¬ 
edge  we  have  drawn  from  ourselves.  We  assume  that  his 
desires  conform  to  our  own  hopes  and  desires  and  ambi¬ 
tions.  The  other  person  can  be  understood  only  after  he 
speaks  to  us.  So  we  can  understand  God  only  through  His 
Word. 

In  terms  of  Christ  the  meaning  of  God  and  the  Christian 
interpretation  of  history  are  revealed  in  three  main  princi¬ 
ples:  (1)  innocency  —  the  beginning  of  history  —  harm¬ 
ony  of  life  without  freedom  —  actually  a  prehistoric  state 
since  man  in  history  has  always  had  freedom;  (2)  eros  — 
the  substance  of  history  —  harmony  within  terms  of  free¬ 
dom  —  finite  and  infinite  man;  (3)  eternal  fulfillment  or 
agape  —  the  end  of  history  —  harmony  of  the  soul  with 
God  beyond  limitations  of  sinful  and  finite  self.6 

Fulfillment  of  history  is  accomplished  on  two  levels:  by 
new  life  within  history,  and  beyond  history.  Through  re¬ 
pentance  and  faith  and  grace  man  may  attain  new  life,  a 
rebirth  in  Christ.7  Likewise  realizations  of  meaning  which 
can  only  be  seen  from  the  perspective  of  the  end  or  faith 
are  possible  between  Christs.8  Through  grace  history  is 
fulfilled  at  the  paradoxical  point  beyond  and  at  the  end  of 
history. 
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Both  types  of  fulfillment  of  history  come  about  by 
grace  —  yet  not  by  grace  alone  (for  that  would  be  deter¬ 
minism)  ,  but  by  the  paradoxical  relation  of  grace  and  free 
will  or  repentance.  Niebuhr  rejects  Aquinas’  metaphor  of 
the  light  of  the  sun  and  the  seeing  eye  because  it  is  too 
precise  and  because  it  places  the  two  “  too  much  on  the 
same  level.”  9  Typically,  he  retains  the  logical  contradic¬ 
tion:  “  The  real  situation  is  that  both  affirmations  —  that 
only  God  in  Christ  can  break  and  reconstruct  the  sinful 
self,  and  that  the  self  must  ‘  open  the  door  ’  and  is  capable 
of  doing  so  —  are  equally  true;  and  they  are  both  unquali¬ 
fiedly  true,  each  on  its  own  level.  Yet  either  affirmation  be¬ 
comes  false  if  it  is  made  without  reference  to  the  other.”  10 

More  light  is  thrown  on  fulfillments  of  history  (revela¬ 
tions  of  meaning  in  history)  by  Niebuhr’s  further  discus¬ 
sion  of  grace.  Grace  operates  in  bringing  about  new  life 
{within  history)  to  redeem  man  from  egoism  in  that  he  sees 
egoism  as  sin,  thereby  achieving  genuine  renewal.  “  In 
fact  sin  is  not  destroyed  until  the  end  of  history  because 
the  basic  drive  of  egoism  operates  again  on  “  whatever  new 
level  grace  has  pitched  the  new  life.”  11  The  renewal  is 
genuine  enough  in  itself,  but  it  is  only  momentary  because 
hybris  sets  to  work  again  immediately. 

The  medieval  Catholic  synthesis  of  the  paradox  of  grace 
asserts  that  “  man  has  freedom  from  necessity  in  the  state 
of  nature,  freedom  from  sin  in  the  state  of  grace  and  free¬ 
dom  from  misery  in  the  state  of  glory  .  .  .  that  the  differ¬ 
ence  between  the  consummation  of  life  in  history  and  the 
consummation  of  life  beyond  history  is  merely  that  the 
former  is  still  subject  to  the  conditions  of  finiteness.”  12 
The  Reformation  and  the  Renaissance,  according  to  Nie¬ 
buhr,  destroyed  the  Catholic  synthesis;  each  championed 
one  side  of  the  paradox  of  grace.  The  result  of  the  ensuing 
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struggle,  however,  was  false.  The  Renaissance  was  not  as 
right  and  the  Reformation  was  not  as  wrong  as  the  quali¬ 
fied  victory  of  the  Renaissance  would  seem  to  indicate.13 

The  Renaissance  emphasized  the  limitless  possibilities 
of  human  existence,  the  meaningfulness  of  history,  and  the 
fulfillment  of  life  in  history.  (The  “  idea  of  progress  ”  is 
the  current  expression.)  Modern  ideas  of  progress  agree 
with  Christian  concepts  in  conceiving  history  dynamically; 
but  for  the  modern  world  this  progress  is  without  grace 
and  assumes  that  every  development  is  a  step  toward  the 
good,  that  progress  inevitably  leads  toward  fulfillment.  It 
does  not  see  that,  as  history  moves  forward  to  good  and  or¬ 
der,  it  also  develops  possibilities  of  evil  and  chaos.14 

The  Reformation  (Lutheran)  maintained  that  final 
peace,  fulfillment,  could  not  be  achieved  by  the  power  of 
man,  that  any  attempt  at  perfection  was  futile  and  any  pre¬ 
tension  of  finality  dangerous.  In  its  understanding  of  the 
ultimate  problem  (agape)  it  lost  sight  of  proximate  prob¬ 
lems  of  human  striving.  Calvinism  was  most  nearly  right 
in  understanding  the  paradox  of  justification  and  sanctifica¬ 
tion,  but  it  made  the  error  of  legalism  —  of  trying  to  define 
too  precisely  the  doctrine  of  sanctification  and  feeling  too 
secure  in  the  sanctification  of  the  Christian.15 

Niebuhr,  with  due  humility,  hazards  a  new  synthesis- 
His  position  is  that  modern  history  has  validated  the  dy¬ 
namic  in  Renaissance  thought  but  refuted  the  optimistic, 
has  validated  the  basic  truth  of  the  Reformation  but  re¬ 
futed  its  pessimism  and  obscurantism.  In  some  way  or 
other  the  biblical  truth  has  been  expanded  by  the  insights 
that  modern  history,  the  Renaissance,  and  the  Reformation 
have  added  to  the  basic  paradox  of  grace.10  Niebuhr  is 
trying  to  define  the  two  conceptions  in  the  light  of  modern 
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history  so  that  they  will  not  contradict  or  defeat  each 
other,  on  the  theory  that  “  if  this  were  possible  a  philosophy 
of  human  nature  and  destiny  could  emerge  which  would 
reach  farther  into  the  heights  and  depths  of  life  than  the 
medieval  synthesis;  and  would  yet  be  immune  to  the  alter¬ 
nate  moods  of  pessimism  and  optimism,  of  cynicism  and 
of  sentimentality  to  which  modern  culture  is  now  so 
prone.”  17  The  twofold  emphasis  of  grace  “  upon  the  ob¬ 
ligation  to  fulfill  the  possibilities  of  life  and  upon  the 
limitations  and  corruptions  in  all  historic  realizations,  im¬ 
plies  that  history  is  a  meaningful  process  but  is  incapable 
of  fulfilling  itself  and  therefore  points  beyond  itself  to  the 
judgment  and  mercy  of  God  for  its  fulfillment.”  18  Thus 
Niebuhr  finds  the  final  key  to  his  historical  interpretation 
in  the  doctrine  of  the  Atonement,  the  paradox  of  the  judg¬ 
ment  and  mercy  of  God.  Judgment  symbolizes  that  history 
is  significant  and  that  man’s  distinctions  between  good  and 
evil  are  important;  mercy  symbolizes  that  evil  corrupts  all 
historic  achievements  and  that  man  is  finally  incapable  of 
fulfilling  historic  meaning.  Man  ought  to  be  good  but  he 
cannot;  he  has  obligations  but  he  cannot  fulfill  them;  his 
decisions  and  achievements  are  important  but  insignificant 
in  the  end.  He  cannot  conquer  evil  without  the  grace  of 
God. 

The  end  is  a  dialectic  synthesis  of  time  in  eternity,  of 
history  in  super-history.  The  end  is  finis ,  a  point  where 
what  exists  ceases  to  be;  and  telos,  the  purpose  and  goal  of 
life  and  work.  Human  strivings  are  completed  by  divine 
act,  and  human  sin  and  guilt  are  subjected  to  divine  judg¬ 
ment  and  mercy. 

The  character  of  the  end  is  revealed  by  the  great  biblical 
myths.  Parousia  —  that  the  consummation  of  history  lies 
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beyond  time  —  negates  the  historical  process.  The  Last 
Judgment:  that  man  is  judged  signifies  that  there  is  a 
meaningful  distinction  between  good  and  evil  in  history; 
that  man  is  judged  by  Christ,  his  own  norm,  means  that  his 
sin,  not  his  finiteness,  is  judged;  that  judgment  is  at  the  end 
of  time  means  that  history  is  not  its  own  redeemer.19  The 
Resurrection  means  that  “  eternity  will  fulfill  and  not  an¬ 
nul  the  richness  and  variety  which  the  temporal  process  has 
elaborated  .  .  .  that  the  condition  of  finiteness  and  free¬ 
dom,  which  lies  at  the  basis  of  historical  existence,  is  a 
problem  for  which  there  is  no  solution  by  any  human 
power.”  20 

Niebuhr’s  philosophy  of  history  boils  down  to  a  funda¬ 
mental  pessimism  upon  which  is  dialectically  erected  a 
superstructure  of  hope  and  optimism.  In  essence  it  seeks 
to  avoid  alternate  moods  of  cynicism  and  sentimentality 
by  embracing  them  simultaneously. 

The  stage  of  history  is  set  in  a  valley  called  “  interim  ” 
between  two  mountainous  Events.  Having  left  the  trans- 
mountainous  regions  of  off-stage  innocence  and  having  seen 
one  great  Event,  men,  the  actors,  are  picking  their  way 
through  finiteness  and  freedom  under  the  burden  of  sin 
to  the  promised  heights  beyond.  But  the  actors  are  not 
aimlessly  strolling.  They  are  partially  informed  by  the 
partial  revelations  of  the  Event  they  encountered  at  the 
valley’s  entrance.  And  they  know  that  should  they  repent 
of  the  burden  they  carry  they  may  be  thrown  —  as  they 
have  been  thrown  in  the  past  —  bouquets  of  fresh  revela¬ 
tion.  They  know,  further,  that  as  they  proceed  they  find 
greater  freedom,  but  that  their  burden  grows  larger  and 
heavier;  they  know  that  the  mountain  in  the  distant  haze 
seems  to  get  no  closer,  but  that  they  will  approach  it  with¬ 
out  aid  when  they  are  helped.  All  these  things  the  player 
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knows  —  yet  he  is  expected  to  act  the  role  of  experimental¬ 
ist  while  on  stage. 

The  importance  of  the  “  interim  ”  interpretation  is  that 
it  makes  history  finally  unimportant.  The  human  condi¬ 
tion  of  finiteness  and  freedom  is  transitory.  The  import¬ 
ance  of  the  dialectic  of  grace  is  that  it  imbues  history,  the 
“  interim,”  with  significance.  Despite  the  ineffectiveness 
and  the  final  unimportance  of  his  strivings,  the  dialectic 
assures  man  that  his  struggles  are  meaningful.  And  as  long 
as  history  is  meaningful  man  is  responsible.  Though  sin 
is  inevitable,  man  is  responsible  for  it  and  must  work  to 
eliminate  it  and  its  attendant  evil.  The  social  scientist  has 
his  work  mapped  out  for  him. 

The  two-Christs  theory  of  history  establishes  a  dualism 
between  the  natural  and  the  transcendental  and  then  en¬ 
deavors  to  overcome  the  dualism  by  setting  the  interval  of 
human  history  in  an  intermediate  position.  Under  this 
theory,  human  history  may  be  based  in  the  natural  world, 
but  it  is  radically  distinct  from  that  world.  And  it  contains 
within  itself  divine-human  encounters.  Niebuhr  tries  to 
temper  the  falling-rock-from-above  character  of  supernat- 
uralistic  revelation  by  insisting  that  certain  aspects  of  the 
temporal  process  point  beyond  themselves.  N.  P.  Jacob¬ 
son  has  culled  from  Niebuhr’s  writings  eight  such  empiri¬ 
cal  data: 

1.  Man  can  look  before  and  after  and  dream  of  what 

is  not. 

2.  Man  realizes  his  own  finiteness. 

3.  Man  can  extricate  himself  from  the  causal  forces  in 

history  enough  to  achieve  freedom. 

4.  All  the  meanings  of  history  are  fragmentary  and 

frustrated  in  time. 
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5.  Man  has  a  sense  of  failure  to  fulfill  the  absolute 

demands  of  God;  this  sense  issues  from  the  image 
of  God  in  him. 

6.  Man  looks  forward  with  anxiety  to  the  end  of  his¬ 

tory  and  to  death. 

7.  History  is  involved  in  conflicts  which  appear  on 

each  successive  cultural  level  and  are  never  es¬ 
caped. 

8.  The  sacrificial  love  which  was  manifested  in  Christ 

points  to  super-history.21 

However,  most  of  these  can  also  be  —  and  have  been  — 
just  as  simply  interpreted  naturalistically,  as  cultural 
traits.  To  use  an  example  from  Jacobson,  language,  itself 
a  natural  phenomenon,  is  a  simple  illustration  of  why  men 
can  retain  the  past  and  project  the  future.  Further,  al¬ 
most  no  religious,  philosophic,  or  common-sense  explana¬ 
tion  pretends  that  men  are  not  finite,  frustrated,  or  anxious 
(though  many  men,  far  from  being  anxious,  have  truly 
welcomed  death,  having  already  lost  the  social  ties  that 
would  have  made  them  reluctant  to  die) . 

Thus,  containing  no  necessary  indication  of  the  tran¬ 
scendental,  these  data  cannot  be  expected  to  bridge  the  gap 
completely.  Niebuhr,  despite  his  insistence  on  this  em¬ 
pirical  justification,  admits  that  only  faith  can  provide  the 
connecting  link.  In  other  words,  the  natural-supernatural 
dualism  remains  finally  unspanned. 

Ever  since  the  Greek  philosophers  set  the  real  order  of 
existence  apart  in  a  world  of  Forms,  dualists  have  been  hav¬ 
ing  trouble  establishing  contact.  It  must  be  admitted  that 
Niebuhr’s  paradoxical  arrangement  is  an  ingenious  de¬ 
vice.  But  it  must  be  just  as  firmly  asserted  that  his  cour¬ 
ageous  attempt  is  a  failure.  The  gap  between  the  strivings 
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of  men  and  the  actions  of  God  is  not  eliminated  by  para¬ 
dox. 

The  gap  is  such  a  one  as  we  find  in  electronic  behavior. 
With  the  addition  of  a  definite  quantity  of  energy,  an  elec¬ 
tron  will  leap  from  one  “  ring  ”  round  the  nucleus  of  the 
atom  to  another  —  without  traversing  the  intermediate 
space.  It  vanishes  from  one  position  and  appears  in  an¬ 
other.  And,  further,  its  reappearance  may  be  in  the  next 
adjacent  “  ring  ”  or  it  may  be  two  “  rings  ”  away.  Simil¬ 
arly,  under  the  paradox  of  grace,  men  may  devote  energy 
(quantity  unspecified,  this  time)  to  their  historical  striv¬ 
ings  —  but  final  achievement  is  an  uncharted  course. 
There  is  the  great  difference  that  in  this  case  we  are  not 
only  uncertain  which  realm  we  shall  attain  but  whether 
the  jump  will  even  be  granted  by  grace.  And  the  import¬ 
ant  difference  in  treatment  is  that  in  the  case  of  the  para¬ 
dox  of  grace  we  are  forbidden  to  investigate  the  possibili¬ 
ties  of  higher-level  coherence  of  a  field  theory.  The 
paradox  is  an  irrational  closure  to  further  thought.  In 
particular  it  stubbornly  insists  that  the  assumptions  that 
have  led  to  the  rational  impasse  of  contradiction  are  all 
unconditionally  valid  and  unquestionable.  They  are  not 
to  be  tampered  with  by  way  of  attempt  to  resolve  the  para¬ 
dox.22  Thus  the  division  of  history  from  super-history  is 
in  effect  reinforced. 

The  triumph  of  dualism  in  Niebuhr’s  thought  is  glory 
to  the  supernatural  and  tragedy  to  the  world.  The  human 
enterprise  is  sold  short  to  struggle  through  history  under 
crippling  handicaps. 

(1)  Knowledge  becomes  by  implication  twofold.  A  dif¬ 
ferent  knowledge  is  demanded  for  each  historical  series  — 
one,  the  ordinary  knowledge  we  use  in  relation  to  other 
people  and  sensible  objects;  the  other,  a  knowledge  of 
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superior  claim,  divinely  given  for  purposes  of  the  tran¬ 
scendent  in  man  and  “  beyond  history  science  and 
faith.  Such  division,  of  course,  drastically  limits  the  sphere 
of  ordinary  knowledge.  Criticism  from  the  higher  realms 
of  the  second  handicaps  free  inquiry  by  the  first.  We  may 
well  ask  with  Neal  W.  Klausner  where  this  will  lead. 
“  Ultimate  mystery?  And  acknowledgment  of  faith  as  the 
fulfillment  and  negation  of  reason?  ”  23 

(2)  If  supernaturalism  is  to  be  accepted  we  quite  nat¬ 
urally  begin  to  wonder  how  we  are  to  distinguish  revela¬ 
tions  from  the  welter  of  confusions  in  the  world.  This  is 
a  difficult  problem  in  any  case  —  no  scientific  criterion  has 
yet  been  found.  But  in  Niebuhr’s  position  it  is  enhanced 
because  he  sees  important  additions  to  biblical  revelation 
in  the  events  of  history.  Is  there  any  way  we  can  decide 
which  were  revelatory  events?  Is  there  any  way  of  telling 
whether  or  not  the  French  Revolution,  the  election  of 
Truman,  or  the  circumnavigation  of  the  globe  were  revela¬ 
tory  events  —  other  than  by  asking  Niebuhr  himself?  And 
then,  once  the  event  is  isolated  and  labeled,  how  is  the  con¬ 
tent  of  its  revelation  determined? 

Niebuhr  cannot  even  have  recourse  to  miraculousness 
because  revelations,  according  to  him,  do  not  break  the 
natural  order.  They  can  be  apprehended  by  faith,  of 
course.  But  this  may  quickly  degenerate  to  belief  because 
of  psychological  certainty,  in  spite  of  the  paradoxical  def¬ 
inition  Niebuhr  gives  to  faith  as,  independently,  both  an 
act  of  grace  and  an  effort  of  man.  And  simple  psychologi¬ 
cal  certainty  is  equivalent  to  if  not  identical  with  dogma¬ 
tism.  Even  the  assertion  of  a  world  view  focused  in  the 
Bible  cannot  relieve  revelation  from  the  arbitrariness  of 
dogmatism.  A  world  view  found  in  a  partial  revelation 
(the  Bible)  could  not  provide  criteria  for  determining 
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what  additional  meaning  the  supernatural  intends  to  make 
known.  The  most  that  can  be  said  in  behalf  of  Niebuhr  is 
that  the  revelations  that  he  finds  serve  to  reinforce  the 
“  meaning  ”  of  which  he  dreams. 

The  self-contradictory  and  incoherent  character  of  his¬ 
tory  together  with  the  ideological  taint,  the  blighted  reason 
of  man,  would  almost  suggest  that  we  might  as  well  forget 
about  revelation  altogether  until  the  point  of  “  beyond  his¬ 
tory  ”  is  reached.  Or  would  this,  by  fiat,  be  sinful? 

(3)  If  the  channel  from  God  to  man  has  been  silted  up 
with  obscurities  from  the  human  point  of  view,  the  chan¬ 
nel  from  man  to  God  has  been  even  more  effectively 
blocked.  The  irrationality,  super-rationality,  or  inscrut¬ 
ability  of  God  is  itself  a  block  when  juxtaposed  to  man’s 
persistent  efforts  at  thinking.  Those  who  hold  “  the  Chris¬ 
tian  faith  in  the  impartiality  and  reasonableness  of  God  ” 
would  be  justifiably  disturbed  by  this  interference.  For 
“  if  we  must  hold  that  creative  intervention  is  God’s  way, 
or  one  of  God’s  ways  of  counteracting  or  eradicating  evil 
in  the  world,  our  scientific,  religious  and  philosophical 
interests  combine  to  support  the  surmise  that  experience 
will  show  such  divinely  functioning  creativity  to  be  univer¬ 
sally  dependent  upon  the  existence  or  fulfillment  of  certain 
definite  conditions,  natural  or  human.”  24 

Niebuhr  tries  to  retain  redemptions  in  history  in  order 
to  keep  up  the  good  relations  of  man  and  God  and  avoid 
the  error  of  the  Reformation  in  allocating  God  too  exclu¬ 
sively  to  the  transcendental.  But  unless  men  realize  the 
redemption,  unless  they  see  life  differently  as  a  result,  no 
change  in  the  character  of  history  has  taken  place  so  far  as 
they  are  concerned.  D.  D.  Williams  warns  us:  “  Unless 
history  is  seen  ultimately  as  sharing  in  the  dynamic  life  of 
God,  men  will  accept  a  history  without  God,  not  so  much 
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because  they  believe  history  is  redemptive,  but  because 
they  believe  that  nothing  of  consequence  is  happening  any¬ 
where  else.”  25 

A  naturalist  such  as  N.  P.  Jacobson  discards  the  “  cosmic 
mind  ”  because  he  cannot  operate  experimentally  with  it 
and  it  is  not  open  to  investigation.  Finding  it  dubious  that 
the  universe  is  one  harmonious  whole,  he  wonders  whether 
a  “  cosmic  mind  ”  would  make  any  difference  to  the  in¬ 
dividual,  anyway.26  If  God,  then,  is  known  only  through 
the  growth  of  meaning  that  we  experience,  Niebuhr's  God, 
who  is  found  through  the  meaning  given  by  mystery 
(“  The  mystery  of  Divine  Providence  gives  meaning  to 
history  and  the  mystery  of  creation  gives  meaning  to 
time  ”) ,  is  at  the  end  of  a  ruptured  channel.27 

(4)  Niebuhr  is  anti-historical.  D.  D.  Williams  thinks 
“  he  has  a  tendency  to  reduce  theological  questions  to 
the  one  issue  of  what  the  moral  effects  of  certain  positions 
may  be.”  28  On  the  other  hand  C.  C.  McCown  concludes 
that  “  in  spite  of  his  preoccupation  with  present  ethical 
problems,  [Niebuhr]  fixes  his  gaze  chiefly  on  eternity,  ra¬ 
ther  than  on  history.”  29  I  suppose  it  all  depends  on  which 
side  of  the  paradox  of  grace  the  reader  is  looking  from. 
These  contradictory  statements  at  least  show  that  it  is  not 
easy  to  maintain  the  purity  of  paradox. 

However,  they  also  illustrate  the  confusion  that  arises 
when  history  is  defined  and  judged  from  a  purely  arbi¬ 
trary,  dogmatic  point  of  view.  It  then  becomes  difficult  to 
decide  whether  dogma  is  being  fitted  to  the  exigencies  of 
earthy  ethics  or  to  eternity.  At  any  event  the  confusion 
stems  from  an  anti-historical  approach  to  history  wherein 
the  historian,  overwhelmed  by  the  world's  present  distress, 
is  prompted  to  a  pessimism  toward  human  achievement 
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and  a  denial  of  human  progress  and  turns  from  a  study  of 
facts  or  data  to  the  manipulation  of  myth.30 

Neo-orthodoxy  looks  to  the  Bible  not  primarily  for  dis¬ 
closures  of  ideal  human  conduct  but  for  insights  into  the 
nature  of  the  world  and  the  meaning  of  human  existence.31 
Thus  it  quite  naturally  disappoints  those  who  seek  ethical 
direction  from  the  character  of  Jesus.32  But  then  neo¬ 
orthodoxy  proceeds  to  take  fright  at  the  idea  that  history, 
including  the  Scriptures,  can  be  dealt  with  only  on  a  basis 
of  probability.  While  accepting  this  idea  in  a  spirit  of 
liberalism,  neo-orthodoxy  announces  its  certainty  of  the 
existence  of  God  and  entrenches  its  certainty  behind  the 
battlements  of  myths  where  it  can  be  secure  from  the  snip¬ 
ing  of  historical  and  biblical  criticism.33  As  a  result  neo¬ 
orthodoxy  neglects  most  of  the  discoveries  of  biblical  criti¬ 
cism.  It  seems  to  make  “  no  effort  to  distinguish  in  the 
scriptures  the  reliable  from  the  less  reliable,  no  attempt  to 
use  the  results  of  ‘  higher  ’  and  ‘  lower  ’  criticism  as  a  means 
for  deriving  the  core  of  early  Christian  teaching  and  be¬ 
lief.  ”34 

Coupled  with  disreliance  on  Christian  tradition,  avoid¬ 
ance  of  biblical  criticism  amounts,  for  many  liberals,  to 
reading  history  without  reference  to  facts  or  data.  In  Mc¬ 
Intyre’s  words,  “  Scripture  provides  us  with  the  data  for 
constructing  theological  dogma,  and  in  this  process  we  are 
not,  or  should  not  be,  inventing  merely  arbitrary  interpre¬ 
tations,  any  one  of  which  is  as  good  as  any  other.  In 
constructing  dogma,  if  we  conceive  our  task  aright,  we  are 
seeking  to  determine  fact .  Quarrels  about  dogma  are  quar¬ 
rels  about  fact  and  not  just  about  equally  valid  theories 
woven  around  unquestionable  data.”  35  Or,  in  the  more 
colorful  words  of  Dean  Sperry:  “  Historically,  the  Christian 
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religion  is  supposed  to  rest  upon  the  rock  of  fact,  not  upon 
the  shifting  sands  of  pious  speculation.”  36 

There  really  is  no  occasion  to  be  surprised  at  the  anti- 
historicism  seen  in  Niebuhr.  How  can  a  dualistic  universe 
with  an  autonomous  realm  of  the  supernatural  and  a  cor¬ 
rupted  human  understanding  merge  in  Christ  other  than 
by  doing  violence  to  empirical  facts,  or  to  theological  pre¬ 
scriptions  —  or  to  both? 

At  the  risk  of  tedium,  it  seems  important  to  re-empha¬ 
size  the  centrality  of  sin  in  connection  with  Niebuhr’s 
view  of  history.  History’s  dependence  on  an  estimate  of 
man’s  transcendence  was  indicated  at  the  outset  in  a  quo¬ 
tation  showing  Niebuhr’s  own  agreement.37  Since  man  is 
transcendent  and  not  transcendent  —  since  he  is  free  and 
finite  —  meaning  and  fulfillment  (progress)  are  not 
wholly  up  to  him.  The  locating  of  sin  within  the  freedom 
of  man  necessitates  interpretation  of  history  as  resolvable 
only  by  an  outside  Creator,  since  the  creations  of  man  are 
then  ever  attended  by  hybris.  And  it  requires  a  dialectic 
of  grace,  of  inevitable  sin  and  responsibility  for  sin,  because 
sin  cannot  then  be  blamed  on  the  finiteness  of  man.38 

We  have  previously  noticed  that  for  Niebuhr  human  na¬ 
ture  is  not  completely  static.  Man  has  freedom  to  alter  the 
forms  within  lim.its  —  for,  after  all,  he  is  self-transcendent 
and  semi-creator.  As  a  result  Niebuhr  is  in  a  position  to 
add  to  the  biblical  statements  of  man’s  character.  In  other 
words,  not  only  is  the  Bible  an  incomplete  revelation  but 
it  is  incomplete  because  man  changes.  (We  must  remem¬ 
ber,  however,  that  the  Bible  does  not  require  amendment 
—  only  supplementation.  Man  is  chiefly  static.)  Later 
revelations  are  available  to  those  who,  with  the  aid  of 
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faith,  can  discern  the  symbolic  significance  of  events  in 
history.  Thus  Niebuhr  has  added  to  the  Bible  the  lib¬ 
eral’s  concept  of  “  progress  ”  —  slightly  altered. 

The  world  of  Niebuhr’s  experimentalists  is  only  un¬ 
limited  within  limits.  Progress  (meaning  fulfillments  of 
history)  is  not  in  their  hands.  Niebuhr  is  unquestionably 
tilting  at  windmills  on  a  spent  warhorse  when  he  implies 
that  liberalism  and  naturalism  either  implicitly  or  explic¬ 
itly  believe  progress  to  be  inevitable.  The  doctrine  of  in¬ 
evitable  progress  has  been  in  the  discard  for  the  last  twenty 
years.  There  may  be  isolated  and  sporadic  outbreaks,  but 
liberals  long  ago  accepted  this  criticism  and  accommodated 
themselves  to  it.  After  all,  they  are  not  blind;  the  most 
sanguine  of  optimists  have  been  forced  by  events  of  the  last 
few  decades  to  moderate  their  joyousness.  Niebuhr,  of 
course,  has  done  well  to  criticize  facile  confidence  in  in¬ 
evitable  progress;  but  he  should  not  impute  it  as  still  ex¬ 
istent  throughout  all  the  ranks  of  liberalism  and  natural¬ 
ism.  In  particular  when  this  charge  is  launched  at  John 
Dewey,39  it  is  apparent  that  Niebuhr  has  misconstrued 
Dewey’s  philosophy.  Dewey  comments: 

It  is  probably  “  natural  ”  for  those  who  engage  in  sweep¬ 
ing  rationalistic  generalizations  to  match  their  own  pessimism 
by  attributing  an  equally  unrestrained  optimism  to  their  op¬ 
ponents.  But  since  naturalists  are  committed  to  basing  con¬ 
clusions  upon  evidence,  they  give  equal  weight  to  observed 
facts  that  point  in  the  direction  of  both  non-social  behavior 
and  that  of  amity  and  cooperation.  In  neither  case,  however, 
are  facts  now  existing  taken  to  be  final  and  fixed.  They  are 
treated  as  indications  of  things  to  be  done.40 

.  .  .  humanistic  naturalism  .  .  .  calls  for  observation  of 
concrete  natural  causal  conditions,  and  for  projection  of  aims 
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and  methods  that  are  consonant  with  the  social  conditions  dis¬ 
closed  in  inquiry.41 

Though  he  has  a  positive  faith  in  the  methods  of  democ¬ 
racy  —  and  is  to  that  extent  optimistic  —  Dewey  does  not 
think  that  progress  is  inevitable.  He  views  it  as  pos¬ 
sible  and  unlimited  if  men  want  it  badly  enough  and 
will  work  for  it  hard  enough.42  Niebuhr  finds  progress  not 
inevitable,  but  he  further  makes  it  contingent  upon  other 
factors  than  want  and  work.  An  experimental-minded  in¬ 
dividual  informed  by  Niebuhr’s  way  of  thought  learns 
that  his  labor  may  be  in  vain.  He  cannot  successfully  com¬ 
bat  the  sin  in  man.  But  while  fighting  it  (and  evil) ,  he 
may  be  helped  to  strike  a  blow  for  progress  by  the  super¬ 
natural  hand  of  grace.  History  has  become,  in  the  hands 
of  Niebuhr,  a  place  or  state  where  man  can  create  progress 
—  and  yet  where  he  cannot,  because  progress  is  also  de¬ 
pendent  upon  divine  intervention.  History  has  become  a 
haunt  filled  with  mystery  in  which  human  problems  can¬ 
not  be  solved  by  men. 

The  discussion  so  far  has  not  clearly  shown  the  position 
reserved  for  experimental  ism  or  social  science  in  Niebuhr’s 
thought  or  its  derivation  from  his  basic  assumptions.  His 
view  of  what  history  is  —  together  with  a  few  remarks  as 
to  its  inadequacies  and  its  limitations  on  the  social  scien¬ 
tist  —  have  been  presented  first.  Since  man  must  work 
within  the  bounds  of  time  and  history,  it  was  considered 
important  to  show  the  setting  —  between  two  Christs  — 
wherein  man  is  expected  to  operate.  Following  a  resume 
of  Niebuhr’s  theory  of  ethics  (the  dialectic  of  agape  and 
“  a  realistic  social  ethic  ”) ,  which  presents  the  essentials 
or  the  framework  for  a  social  science,  some  consideration 
will  be  given  to  the  possibility  of  genuinely  scientific  ac- 
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tions  and  operations  within  Niebuhrian  history  and  under 
the  terms  of  Niebuhrian  ethical  theory. 

THE  LAW  OF  JESUS  AND  MAN’S  IDEAL 

You  shall  love  your  crooked  neighbor 
With  your  crooked  heart. 

W.  H.  Auden 

Niebuhr’s  first  three  books  on  politics  —  Moral  Man 
and  Immoral  Society  (1932) ,  Reflections  on  the  End  of  an 
Era  (1934),  and  An  Interpretation  of  Christian  Ethics 
(!935)  —  are  concerned  primarily  with  ethics.43  He  had 
been  bothered  during  World  War  I  by  the  problem  of 
applying  Christianity  and  of  explaining  to  soldiers  how 
religion  could  support  them  when  it  clearly  maintained, 
f  Thou  shalt  not  kill.”  As  a  minister  in  Detroit  during 
the  Great  Depression,  he  was  greatly  preoccupied  with  the 
ineffectiveness  of  Christianity  in  dealing  with  the  injustices 
of  capitalism. 

The  ethic  of  Jesus  is  clearly  inapplicable,  Niebuhr 
thinks.  “  Resist  not  evil,”  “  love  your  enemies,”  “  if 
ye  love  them  that  love  you  What  thanks  have  you?  ” 
“  forgive,  not  seven  times  seven  but  seventy  times  seven,” 
to  resist  evil  turn  the  other  cheek,”  “  be  not  anxious  for 
your  life,”  4 4  be  therefore  perfect  even  as  your  father  in 
heaven  is  perfect,”  “  worry  not  about  the  morrow  ”:  all  of 
these  are  uncompromising  injunctions.  They  are  much 
too  absolute  to  be  followed  even  on  rare  occasions  —  to 
say  nothing  of  being  followed  consistently.  If  you  resist 
not  evil  it  will  overwhelm  you;  if  you  love  your  enemy 
and  turn  the  other  cheek  he  is  just  as  likely  as  not  to  sneer 
and  smite  it;  if  you  are  not  anxious  for  your  life  and  do 
not  plan  for  the  morrow  you  starve.  And  if  you  obey  not 
all  these  commands  you  are  far  from  the  perfection  of  your 


66 


Sin  and  Science 


Father.  Even  an  attempt  to  love  without  an  expectation 
of  return  breaks  down;  it  is  seemingly  against  the  nature  of 
man  to  love  by  himself.  In  short,  man  is  sinful  and  must 
strive  to  achieve  a  harmony  with  others  on  a  level  below 
the  highest.  He  must  find  means  of  adjusting  the  relative 
claims  of  family,  class,  community,  nation.  He  may,  for 
example,  recognize  that  the  criminal  is  not  so  guilty  as  we 
pretend;  but  he  also  sees  that  the  criminal  cannot  be  freed 
just  because  the  community,  an  environment,  was  largely 
the  cause  of  his  falling  into  sin.  Man  must  work  on  the 
level  of  mutual  love  ( eros )  under  perpetual  criticism  of 
perfection,  complete  selflessness,  sacrificial  love  (agape) . 

The  ethic  of  Jesus  is  a  religious  ethic  too  uncompromis¬ 
ing  to  fit  the  ambiguous  position  of  man  in  nature  and 
man  as  sinner.  Jesus’  ethic  was  tailored  to  fit  his  expecta¬ 
tion  of  an  imminent  day  of  judgment  when  he  would  re¬ 
turn,  and  to  fit  the  kingdom  he  would  set  up  here  on  earth. 
Thus  Christianity  was  left  by  him  without  a  code  that  men 
could  hope  to  apply.  This  gap  was  later  filled  —  so  far  as 
it  could  be  filled  —  by  borrowing  from  the  Stoics  their 
jus  naturale  and  jus  gentium.** 

Christian  orthodoxy’s  ideals  of  political  morality  were 
based  chiefly  on  (1)  Romans  13  —  Paul’s  theory  of  divine 
ordination  of  government,  and  (2)  Stoic  natural  law  —  a 
universal  standard  of  conduct  arrived  at  by  reason  and 
equally  as  valid  as  the  laws  of  God.  Orthodoxy,  however, 
Niebuhr  thinks,  erred  in  that  it  placed  too  great  emphasis 
on  the  relative  rather  than  on  the  absolute  natural  law  it 
appropriated.  As  a  consequence  it  provided  and  provides 
religious  sanctification  for  political  order  without  taking 
advantage  of  the  higher  moral  law  needed  as  corrective 
and  perpetual  judgment  over  the  lower  standards  of  pol¬ 
itics  in  action.45  The  result  has  been,  if  not  outward 
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support  of  tyranny,  at  least  toleration  of  and  failure  to 
challenge  either  tyranny  or  anarchy.46 

Christian  liberalism,  in  Niebuhr’s  view,  has  erred  in  the 
other  direction.  It  has  been  mistaken  in  its  over-optimism 
and  sentimentality  while  orthodoxy  has  veered  to  the  pole 
of  pessimism  and  defeatism.  Liberalism  has  taken  seri¬ 
ously  the  law  of  love  and  has  thought  that  human  egoism 
could  be  overcome  if  only  the  ethic  of  Jesus  were  preached 
loudly  and  persuasively.  Consequently  it  has  taken  too 
little  interest  in  the  actual  working  of  social  justice  to  be 
effective.47  Agitation  for  love  in  a  situation  of  great  in¬ 
equality  (especially  economic)  inevitably  results  in  phi¬ 
lanthropy.  “  No  degree  of  good  will  alone  can  cure  a 
deficiency  in  glandular  secretions;  and  no  moral  idealism 
can  overcome  a  basic  mechanical  defect  in  the  social  struc¬ 
ture.”  48  In  the  end  liberalism  has  found  itself  a  justifica¬ 
tion  for  capitalism  (which  can  then  condemn  “  politics  ” 
while  ruling  indirectly)  ;  it  is  “  really  a  religio-moral  ver¬ 
sion  of  laissez-faire  economics.”  49 

According  to  Niebuhr  government  is  divinely  ordained, 
not  because  God  set  it  up  to  enforce  a  natural  law,  but 
because  it  is  the  restraints  of  the  state  that  prevent  the  sin¬ 
ful  world  from  capitulating  to  lust  and  anarchy.50  Not 
only  is  it  impossible  to  erect  a  social  ethic  out  of  pure 
Christian  agape ,  but  even  in  simple  relationships  there  is 
no  moral  value  that  can  be  considered  absolute.  Moral 
values  must  be  constantly  reanalyzed;  those  that  are  con¬ 
sidered  intrinsically  good  must  be  reconsidered  in  in¬ 
strumental  terms.  The  problems  of  morality  “  cannot  be 
resolved  on  a  priori  grounds  but  only  by  observing  the 
social  consequences  of  various  types  of  punishment.”  51 
The  Stoics  and  Christian  orthodoxy,  according  to  Nie¬ 
buhr,  were  right  in  conceiving  moral  law  (natural  law) 


68 


Sin  and  Science 


as  a  rational  construct.  The  application  of  critical  intel¬ 
ligence  is  a  prerequisite  of  justice,  and  in  so  far  as  religions 
are  hostile  to  a  critical  use  of  reason  they  are  a  hazard  to 
justice.52  Reason,  despite  the  corruptions  it  suffers,  and 
the  serious  taint  it  receives  from  the  sins  of  the  spirit,  is 
propelled  by  an  impulse  for  consistency.  To  be  consistent 
in  claiming  for  the  self  what  is  truly  value,  reason  can,  for 
the  self,  claim  value  only  in  what  is  valuable  to  others.  In 
a  sense,  reason  forces  a  leveling,  in  that,  by  its  standards, 
privilege  must  be  shared  except  where  it  is  necessarily  at¬ 
tached  to  the  exercise  of  special  function  for  benefit  of  the 
whole.  Reason  finds  that  ideally  larger  harmonies  than 
actually  exist  are  demanded  by  life.53  Since  reason  is  able, 
within  limits,  to  view  the  whole  of  life,  it  inevitably  seeks 
to  affirm  life  in  its  most  inclusive  terms.54  Every  moralist 
uses  reason  in  the  function  of  supporting  impulses  that 
carry  life  beyond  itself  to  the  support  of  other  life.  Thus 
reason  is  a  powerful  force  for  the  extension  of  sociality. 
And  it  would  also  be  right  to  expect  morality  to  grow  as 
rationality  is  extended.  “  A  growing  rationality  in  society 
destroys  the  uncritical  acceptance  of  injustice/’ 55 

But  there  are  limits  to  the  use  of  reason  for  the  further¬ 
ing  of  morality.  Man  will  never  be  sufficiently  intelligent 
to  see  the  needs  and  desires  of  others  in  the  same  light 
in  which  he  sees  his  own.  His  intelligence  is  corrupted  by 
his  sin.  He  may  be  able  to  extend  the  range  of  effective 
sympathy,  but  again  there  are  limits.56  Reason  can  provide 
standards  for  criticism,  and  such  contributions  of  reason 
are  necessary,  but  it  is  helpless  by  itself  without  impulse 
to  proceed  toward  the  goal;  its  “  norms  do  not  contain  a 
dynamic  for  their  realization.”  57  Reason  does  not  com¬ 
pletely  transcend  impulse  and  impulse  does  not  naturally 
obey  the  ideals  set  up  by  reason.53  “  Because  reason  is 
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something  more  than  a  weapon  of  self-interest  it  can  be 
an  instrument  of  justice;  but  since  reason  is  never  dis¬ 
sociated  from  the  vitalities  of  life,  individual  and  collec¬ 
tive,  it  cannot  be  a  pure  instrument  of  justice.”  59 

In  Niebuhr's  scheme,  science,  in  order  to  make  coher¬ 
ence  out  of  the  world,  can  only  analyze,  measure,  and  clas¬ 
sify  details  on  the  surface  of  nature  and  history  and  relate 
them  to  each  other  in  terms  of  sequence.  It  can  avoid  a 
too  mechanistic  view  of  life  only  when  it  accepts  a  philo¬ 
sophical  correction  of  its  philosohical  assumptions.  It 
has  to  treat  sequence  in  history  on  a  basis  of  strict  causal¬ 
ity,  each  new  development  being  explainable  in  light 
of  its  antecedents.  From  Niebuhr's  standpoint  this  is 
41  committing  the  logical  fallacy,  Post  hoc ,  ergo  propter 
hoc  ”  60 

For  Niebuhr,  simple  causation  is  out  of  the  question. 
God  is  not  merely  first  cause,  but  Creator.  He  has  a  vital, 
creative  relation  with  the  world  that  would  be  lost  by  any 
acceptance  of  the  mechanistic  explanation  of  44  unmoved 
mover  he  can  create  out  of  nothing.  44  Creator  "  is,  of 
course,  a  suprarational  concept.  It  forces  Niebuhr  to  take 
a  stand  on  the  old  problem  of  free  will  versus  determinism. 
He  answers  the  time-worn  question  characteristically,  and 
consistently  with  his  picture  of  human  nature.  Man  is 
self-transcendent.  While,  in  relation  to  God,  his  will  is 
paradoxically  both  free  and  determined,  it  is  free  within 
limits  to  insert  new  elements  into  history,  to  create,  thus 
invalidating  analyses  founded  strictly  on  cause  and  effect.61 

On  the  whole,  thinks  Niebuhr,  the  political  theories  of 
rationalists  from  Aristotle  to  the  present  have  contributed 
more  to  a  solution  of  ethical  problems  than  has  Christian¬ 
ity  either  orthodox  or  liberal  —  with  the  obvious  excep¬ 
tions  of  Thomist  Catholicism  and  Calvinism.  Unfortu- 
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nately,  rationalism,  at  the  same  time,  has  destroyed  the 
profound  and  true  mythological  insight  of  original  Chris¬ 
tianity —  “the  idea  that  the  conflict  between  spirit  and 
nature  is  a  real  conflict,  that  no  complete  victory  of  spirit 
in  history  is  possible,  but  that  defeat  is  turned  into  vic¬ 
tory  when  the  unachieved  perfection  is  discovered  to  be 
a  forgiving  love  which  justifies  (understands)  man’s  im¬ 
perfection.”  62 


In  order  to  rationalize  Christian  myths,  Christianity 
“  ran  uPon  the  rocks  either  of  the  Scylla  of  a  too  optimistic 
pantheism  or  the  Charybdis  of  a  too  pessimistic  and  other¬ 
worldly  dualism.”  63  Niebuhr’s  course  through  the  peril¬ 
ous  channel  is  more  skillful;  he  does  not  perish  on  either 
coast;  nor  does  he  sail  smoothly  between.  His  modest 
ship,  much  smaller  than  the  strait  is  wide,  at  once  bounds 
along  against  the  rocks  on  one  side  and  slips  in  and  out  of 
the  whirlpool  on  the  other.  The  too  purely  religious  reefs 
to  the  left  save  him  from  the  peril  of  the  too  political 
maelstrom  on  the  right.  Knowing  that  there  is  no  perfec¬ 
tion  for  human  ethics,  he  “  reinstates  ”  mythical  religion 
by  championing  the  eternal  and  affirming  the  political. 

This  is  the  dialectical  resolution  for  man,  the  dialectic 


of  agape  and  a  realistic  social  ethic.”  Thesis  and  antith¬ 
esis  must  both  be  embraced  until  the  grace  of  God  fur¬ 
nishes  a  synthesis.  Meanwhile  the  vision  of  perfect  love 
as  preserved  in  myth  may  help  man  see  his  imperfection, 
and  thus  eternal  criticism  may  mitigate  the  imperfections 
of  historic  ethic.  As  social  justice  contains  a  religious  ele¬ 
ment,  so  religion  will  “  leaven  the  idea  of  justice  with  the 
ideal  of  love.”  64  .  .  perhaps  the  most  essential  genius 

of  myth  [is]  that  it  points  to  the  timeless  in  time,  to  the 
ideal  in  the  actual,  but  does  not  lift  the  temporal  to  the 
category  of  the  eternal  (as  pantheism  does),  nor  deny 
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the  significant  glimpses  of  the  eternal  and  the  ideal  in  the 
temporal  (as  dualism  does).”  65 

Niebuhr  metaphorically  sums  up  this  dialectic  relation 
as  follows: 

Historic  Christianity  is  in  the  position  of  having  the  mate¬ 
rials  for  the  foundation  and  the  roof  of  the  structure  of  an 
adequate  morality.  But  it  is  unable  to  complete  the  structure. 
Its  faith  in  a  meaningful  world,  having  a  source  beyond  itself, 
is  the  foundation.  Its  faith  in  the  end  and  fulfillment  is  the 
roof.  The  walls,  the  uprights  and  diagonals  which  complete 
the  building  are  the  moral  actions  and  ideals  which  are  fash¬ 
ioned  by  the  application  of  religion's  ultimate  insights  to  all 
specific  situations.66 

Niebuhr  derives  his  natural  law  in  two  ways:  rationally 
and  from  religious  belief.  By  the  first,  the  greatest  good 
is  freedom  to  develop  essential  personality,  to  fulfill  the 
potentialities  of  human  nature.  Since  this  is  impossible, 
since  one  man’s  erratic  path  rolls  over  the  toes  of  his  neigh¬ 
bor,  since  all  men  are  competing  for  the  opportunity  to 
develop  fully  their  lives,  equality,  the  second  best,  must  be 
pursued.  There  is  no  principle  for  final  arbitration  be¬ 
tween  the  claims  of  individuals  for  freedom.  Ideally,  free¬ 
dom  of  the  individual  must  be  under  self-imposed  dis¬ 
cipline  or  else  under  an  externally  imposed  discipline 
motivated  to  encourage  his  development  toward  ultimate 
values.  But  no  such  pure  motivation  can  be  found  in 
others.  The  ideal  of  equality  is  operative  even  though 
men  may  not  be  equal  in  actuality;  it  is  always  possible 
that  they  are  potentially  equal  and  that  actual  inequality 
is  but  the  product  of  environment,  heredity,  accident.67 

By  Niebuhr’s  second  derivation  of  natural  law  —  that 
from  religious  belief  —  equality  is  simply  drawn  from  the 
Christian  doctrine  of  the  transcendent  worth  of  all  human 
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personality.  If  before  God  all  men,  all  souls,  are  important, 
how  is  man  to  gage  echelons  of  importance?  Niebuhr,  in 
this  connection,  notes  that  the  religious  sense  of  the  height 
of  eternal  transcendence  usually  nullifies  this  derivation 
of  equality  by  the  fallacious  implication  that  equality  be¬ 
fore  God  does  not  necessarily  require  equality  in  history.68 
Equality  is  “  the  approximation  of  brotherhood  under  the 
conditions  of  sin.”  69 

Equality  holds  a  position  between  love  and  justice.  It  is 
not  an  absolute  as  is  agape ,  but  rather  a  guiding  principle 
—  “  love  in  terms  of  logic.”  It  is  set  off  from  justice  by 
the  factor  of  reason  or  logic.  Justice,  the  “  realistic  ” 
ethic,  should  result  from  social  wisdom  more  than  from 
pure  logic.70 

The  ethical  panorama  created  by  Niebuhr  may  be 
brought  into  focus  through  the  medium  of  a  comparison 
with  Jacques  Maritain,  the  outstanding  Catholic  phi¬ 
losopher.  Maritain’s  natural  law  assumes  human  nature 
to  be  constant  and  human  persons  to  be  identical  except 
for  minor  “  practical  ”  variations.  What  is  good  for  one, 
in  the  higher  realm,  is  then  good  for  all.  With  fixed  sub¬ 
jects  it  is  no  trick  at  all  to  deduce  binding  rules  from 
eternal  law.  The  rights  and  duties  of  the  human  person 
are  deduced  “  in  a  necessary  manner  ”  from  the  first  prin¬ 
ciple,  “  do  good  and  avoid  evil,”  and  “  from  the  simple 
fact  that  man  is  man.”  71  Similarly  the  less  perfect  law  of 
nations  and  positive  or  civil  law,  deriving  their  force  from 
natural  law,  embody  corresponding  rights  and  duties  for 
nations  and  civic  persons  respectively. 

While  Maritain  finds  human  nature  to  be  a  constant, 
Niebuhr  finds  it  constant  and  changing.  He  is  therefore 
unable  to  deduce  binding  rules  in  a  necessary  manner 
from  his  first  principle  —  sacrificial  love.  Furthermore, 
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he  would  be  committing  the  sin  of  egoism  if  he  under¬ 
took  such  a  task,  and  would  inevitably  fail  because  of  the 
limitations  of  his  reason.  On  the  contrary  he  develops  a 
scale  of  ethics  paralleling  his  own  human  nature.  To  his 
human  being,  existing  as  a  dialectico-paradoxical  unity  of 
separated  distinct  parts  (though  fuzzy  in  delineation  as 
presented  by  Niebuhr),  accrues  a  corresponding  hierarchy 
of  laws.  Agape,  equality,  and  justice  parallel  transcend¬ 
ence  or  freedom,  reason,  and  sin  respectively.  Experimen¬ 
tal  social  justice  is  precisely  the  by-product  of  the  fact  that 
man  is  not  completely  set  and,  in  particular,  it  is  a  by¬ 
product  of  the  fact  of  sin.  And  the  dialectic  of  agape  and 
justice  emerges  from  the  fact  that  human  nature  is  and  is 
not  a  constant. 

Unquestionably  Mari  tain’s  derivation  of  binding  rules 
is  a  simple  assertion  of  what  men  ought  to  value.  It  is  not 
so  clear  in  Niebuhr’s  case.  His  divine  law  (agape)  and 
his  natural  law  (equality)  clearly  ought  to  be  valued. 
However,  his  norms  of  conduct  (justice)  are  allegedly  to 
be  held  tentatively  and  validated  by  experience  or  experi¬ 
ment.  In  this  essential  category  of  ethics  he  seems  to 
contrast  radically  with  his  theological  counterpart.  He 
seems  to  be  talking  the  language  of  the  pragmatists.  He 
seems  to  be  actually  asserting  that  morals  should  be  deter¬ 
mined  not  by  what  men  ought  to  value  but  in  terms  of 
what  men  do  value  and  do  want  to  value  and  what  they 
do  find  most  satisfaction  in  valuing.72 

Maritain  frankly  admits  that  morals  are  given,  not  made 
—  are  deduced,  not  induced.  Niebuhr  tries  to  avoid  a 
deduction  of  moral  rules  from  his  system  of  absolutes.  By 
way  of  the  dialectic  he  hopes  to  preserve  the  absolute  and 
at  the  same  time  provide  a  relativistic,  scientific  treatment 
of  morals.  Unfortunately,  he  does  not  succeed.  His  fail- 
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ure  may  be  accounted  for  in  the  terms  he  himself  once 
used  to  criticize  Communism.  Communism  had  failed,  he 
reasoned,  because  it  had  been  unable  to  maintain  anti¬ 
thetic  purity.  The  antithesis  (proletariat)  had  been 
tainted  by  bourgeois  (the  thesis)  corruptions.  The  hover¬ 
ing  wings  of  sin,  as  they  are  inevitably  wont  to  do,  had 
cast  a  darkening  shadow  over  the  birth  of  antithesis  out 
of  thesis.  The  iniquities  of  the  parent  were  visited  on  the 
son.  Some  of  the  evil  of  capitalism  was  inevitably  trans¬ 
ferred  to  Communism.73 

The  antithesis  of  agape  has  similarly  been  perverted. 
Everyday  norms  of  conduct  have  retained  some  of  the 
evil  of  agape.  They  are  not  long  left  in  their  scientific  or 
relativistic  purity  by  the  scientist-theologian.  Moral  pre¬ 
cepts,  says  Niebuhr,  must  “  be  held  with  some  degree  of 
tentativity  and  be  finally  subordinated  to  the  law  of  love. 
Otherwise  the  norm  of  yesterday  becomes  the  false  stand¬ 
ard  of  today;  and  lawlessness  is  generated  among  those 
who  are  most  conscious  of,  or  most  affected  by,  the  his¬ 
torical  changes  in  the  human  situation.”  74  Observe  what 
has  happened  to  Niebuhr’s  vaunted  radicalism.  It  has 
evaporated.  He  is  actually  afraid  of  experiment  because 
of  lawlessness.  His  basically  conservative  assumption  of 
eternals  shines  through  the  thin  veneer  of  radicalism.75 
Values  are  to  be  held  tentatively  in  tribute  to  change  and 
progress  in  history.  But  they  are  to  be  “  under  criticism 
of  the  divine,”  paying  homage  to  the  unchanging.  The 
antithesis  is  not  pure  and  completely  independent  of  the 
thesis,  but  rather,  so  to  speak,  under  perpetual  threat  of 
congressional  investigation  by  the  eternal.  The  moral 
scientist,  as  long  as  he  can  be  checked  by  “  criticism  ” 
based  on  absolutes,  is  only  free  by  illusion  and  to  that  ex¬ 
tent  is  not  a  scientist. 
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John  Herman  Randall,  Jr.,  takes  Niebuhr’s  dialectic 
of  agape  and  a  “  realistic  social  ethic  ”  at  its  face  value. 
His  summary  evaluation  of  Niebuhr  is  as  follows: 

.  .  .  divorce  of  the  practical  moral  life  from  religious  salva¬ 
tion  is  .  .  .  the  heart  of  the  present-day  revival  of  Reforma¬ 
tion  theology.  .  .  .  For  Mr.  Niebuhr,  salvation  is  once  more 
a  purely  religious  problem.  It  is  indeed  a  personal  and  psy¬ 
chological  problem,  of  overcoming  Angst  and  an  uneasy  con¬ 
science  (the  pathological  vacillation  between  despair  and  false 
hope  which  only  good  German  Romanticists  seem  really  to 
feel  nowadays)  —  of  achieving  an  integrated  personality.  .  .  . 
But  [man]  realizes  that  through  divine  mercy  and  forgiveness 
his  “  sinful  nature  ”  does  not  matter;  he  can  stop  worrying 
about  it,  for  it  does  not  really  make  any  difference.  With  sal¬ 
vation  thus  disposed  of,  in  practical  action  Mr.  Niebuhr  is 
thus  freed  to  follow  a  mixture  of  wisdom  and  shortsightedness 
—  like  any  [italics  added]  other  socially  sensitive  and  exception¬ 
ally  intelligent  man.76 

My  primary  disagreement  with  this  summation  concerns 
the  italicized  word  in  the  last  quoted  sentence.  On  the 
practical  level,  Niebuhr  may  operate  like  a  good  many 
other  intelligent  men;  but  he  is  inimical  to  the  attempt  of 
practical  men  to  develop  a  working  science  of  morals  — 
and  this  precisely  because  his  salvation  ethics  continually 
intrude  upon  the  workaday  world.  This  point  will  be 
elaborated  subsequently;  it  is  one  of  the  chief  contentions 
of  the  present  book. 

In  other  respects,  Randall’s  statement  is  an  over-simpli¬ 
fication.  Niebuhr  very  deliberately  insists  on  a  detach¬ 
ment  of  religion  from  the  historical  relativities  in  behalf 
of  the  moral  effectiveness  of  religion,  and  on  the  mainte¬ 
nance  of  a  “  certain  tension  ”  between  religion  and  civiliza¬ 
tion  in  behalf  of  the  health  and  vitality  of  religion.  This 
certainly  does  not  sound  like  a  man  trying  to  dispose  of 
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religion  in  order  to  contend  with  the  practical  world  on 
a  purely  practical  level.  The  confusion  here  probably  is 
due  largely  to  the  vagueness  of  “  final  subordination  ”  to 
the  law  of  love,  values  being  held  tentatively  “  under 
criticism  ”  of  the  divine  within  context  of  a  “  certain  ten¬ 
sion  ”  between  religion  and  civilization.  As  B.  E.  Meland 
says, 

.  .  .  neither  tension  nor  detachment  of  this  sort  serves  a  re¬ 
ligious  purpose  unless  it  proceeds  from  a  source  of  judgment 
that  is  intelligible  enough  to  men  to  provide  them  with  a  cri¬ 
terion  for  their  moral  judgments  concerning  culture.  That 
is  why,  to  declare  the  judgment  of  God  upon  culture  without 
recourse  to  Divine  Criterion,  is  to  enthrone  impassioned  zeal 
and  to  give  it  the  authority  of  objective  right.77 

Absence  of  an  explicit  criterion  permits  the  superficial  im¬ 
pression  that  there  is  no  relationship  at  all. 

An  important  negative  relationship  deserves  to  be  sin¬ 
gled  out  for  comment.  In  his  anxiety  to  detach  religion 
from  the  flux  of  relativity  (in  order  to  permit  the  proper 
sort  of  tension) ,  Niebuhr  has  over-zealously  tried  to  purify 
Christian  love  (agape)  by  claiming  its  complete  otherness 
from  the  “  mutual  ”  love  of  the  world.  As  a  result,  the 
loving  achievements  of  earthly  men,  subjected  to  the  daz¬ 
zling  third-degree  spotlight  “  criticism  ”  of  an  impossible 
perfection,  are  seen  as  cracked,  sinful  masks  of  calculation. 
In  the  pure  light  all  the  gray  and  black  of  imperfection 
are  brought  into  candid  relief  while  the  brighter  spots  of 
beauty  are  drowned  in  the  brilliance.  The  world  of  rela¬ 
tivities  is  really  not  so  bad.  The  “  mutual  loves  ”  of  am¬ 
biguous  men  are  not  so  prone  to  calculate  the  use  of  others 
as  Niebuhr  presumes.  We  can  say  with  D.  D.  Williams 
that  surely  such  a  calculation  deserves  the  name  neither 
of  mutuality  nor  of  love.  Mutuality  means  a  love  which 
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seeks  the  common  good  as  two  can  share  it  together.  It 
means  willingness  to  be  transformed  for  the  sake  of  the 
larger  good  in  which  both  can  share/ * 78  Furthermore, 
for  the  intimate  organic  level  of  love  that  is  imaginative, 
sacrifice  is  an  outmoded,  primitive,  and  unneeded  concept. 
This  is  the  place  par  excellence  where  a  higher  synthesis 
of  opposed  interests  described  below 79  as  “  creative  bar¬ 
gaining  ”  is  most  possible.  In  the  words  of  A.  E.  Murphy: 

It  is  true,  indeed,  it  is  a  truism,  that  the  only  interests  a 
man  can  reasonably  be  concerned  about  are  his  own.  But  it  is 
no  less  true,  and  just  as  important,  to  add  that  he  can  reason¬ 
ably  be  concerned  about  the  interests  of  others  and  the  claim 
they  make  upon  him,  and  can  prefer  such  claims  to  interests 
which,  if  he  had  had  only  himself  to  consider,  he  would  have 
preferred  to  satisfy.80 

This  is  the  aspect  of  life  that  Niebuhr’s  heavenly  vision 
of  agape  and  his  earthly  groveling  with  sin  largely  cover 
over. 

Niebuhr’s  scheme  for  sin  and  salvation  contains  signifi¬ 
cant  hazards  for  the  process  of  daily  morals.  These  have 
been  ably  pointed  out  by  H.  D.  Lewis. 

The  upshot  of  Niebuhr’s  doctrine  is  the  presentation  of 
sin  .  .  .  as  some  mysterious  cosmic  disaster,  some  vague  blot 
upon  the  universe  which  we  just  cannot  conjure  away,  some¬ 
thing  also  on  account  of  which  we  must  all  bow  our  heads  in 
shame,  and,  in  particular,  something  towards  which  we  should 
adopt  certain  religious  attitudes  and  about  which  theological 
doctrines  have  to  be  formed.  The  preacher  must  stand  in  his 
pulpit  at  appointed  times  to  pronounce  himself  “agin  it,” 
and  to  announce  the  way  of  salvation.  But  none  of  this  ap¬ 
pears  to  touch  the  individual  in  the  conduct  of  his  life,  and 
however  much  he  may  be  induced  to  give  formal  assent  to  his 
own  involvement  in  the  sins  of  the  world,  he  remains  funda¬ 
mentally  serene  in  the  assurance  that  it  does  not  really  concern 
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him  for  the  simple  reason  that  there  was  nothing  he  could  have 
done  about  it.81 

But  this  is  disastrous  to  ethics.  Its  result  is  44  to  divorce  the 
consciousness  of  sin  and  the  4  uneasy  conscience  ’  alto¬ 
gether  from  the  business  of  living.”  82  Lewis’s  complaint 
is  that  Niebuhr  fails  44  to  distinguish  between  ethical  and 
religious  truth  and  to  relate  the  former  effectively  to  the 
religious  life  as  a  whole.”  83  He  uses  the  term  44  sin  ”  to 
cover  both  the  concept  of  44  marred  ”  human  nature  (a 
religious  idea) ,  and  abuse  of  freedom  of  choice  (an  ethical 
concept) .  The  moral  44  sense  of  ought  ”  which  normally 
bears  the  assumption  that  I  can,  not  that  I  cannot,  is  at¬ 
tached  to  hybris  by  the  paradox  of  grace;  and  thus  the 
appeal  to  remorse,  repentance,  and  responsibility  for  hybris 
tends  to  obscure  the  difference  between  this  religious  con¬ 
cept  and  specific  earthly  variety  in  moral  worth.  Lewis  is 
convinced  that  the  paradox  of  grace  cannot  stand  and  fears 
that  both  types  of  sin  will  receive  superficial  44  formal  ” 
treatment. 

In  Lewis’  opinion,  hybris  such  as  Niebuhr  presents  is 
44  devoid  of  relevance  to  the  conduct  of  individual  lives.”  84 
And,  unfortunately,  the  properly  moral  sins  of  wrongful 
choice  are  crusted  over  by  refusal  to  distinguish  them  from 
religious  sin.  The  literal  sameness,  the  universality  of  the 
sinfulness  in  which  men  generally  are  steeped,  obscures 
the  individuality  of  life.  By  hiding  the  variation  in  the 
sinful  acts  of  individual  persons  and  the  variability  in 
people  s  moral  worth,  it  not  only  contradicts  the  presump¬ 
tions  of  ordinary  ethical  thinking  but  also  conceals  the 
springs  of  individualism;  .  .  it  leaves  the  individual 
impotent  and  insignificant  while  the  great  cosmic  forces 
run  their  play  through  to  its  appointed  end.”  85 
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In  so  far  as  Niebuhr  minimizes  the  importance  of  in¬ 
dividual  choice,  he  is  indeed  a  “  menace  ...  to  living 
morality.”  86  “  There  is  danger  .  .  .  that  the  word  ‘  sin  ’ 
may  become  an  incantation,  lacking  solid  warrant  in  the 
common  conscience  ...  at  least,  the  word  should  be  kept 
close  to  the  moral  fact  ...  we  should  think  twice  before 
allowing  the  doctrine  of  grace  to  cut  the  nerve  of  honest 
moral  effort.”  87  But  further  indictment  of  Niebuhr  for 
not  separating  extrinsic  and  intrinsic  aspects  of  ethics  I 
find  hard  to  accept.  Lewis  condemns  Niebuhr  because  he 

really  proceeds  on  the  entirely  misleading  assumption 
that  there  are  no  variations  of  ethical  judgment  to  be 
considered  besides  variations  in  the  outward  ‘  more  or 
less  ’  of  justice  that  we  produce.”  88  Lewis  divides  ethics 
by  actions  which  are  good  (1)  in  their  effects  (outward 
action)  and  (2)  by  themselves,  morally  (moral  worth) , 
and  interprets  Niebuhr  as  dealing  only  with  the  “  less  and 
more”  of  the  former  (on  the  “relative  social  ethic” 
level)  while  in  respect  to  the  latter  seeing  not  “  a  big  sin¬ 
ner  and  a  little  sinner  ”  but  all  involved  in  the  sins  of 
all  (on  the  agape- universal  guilt  level)  ,89 

Lewis’  attitude  is  understandable.  He  postulates  ab¬ 
solute  standards  of  good  which  “  have  a  finality  and  self- 
sufficiency  not  fundamentally  different  from  the  principles 
of  arithmetic,”  90  (albeit  they  are  independent  of  religious 
piinciples).  So  he  is  naturally  distressed  when  an  attempt 
is  made  to  give  morals  a  relative  treatment,  either  empiri¬ 
cal  or  scientific.  His  ethic  confronts  “  the  individual  by  a 
duty  not  constituted  in  any  way  by  his  own  nature  or  in¬ 
clination,  a  demand  altogether  outside  himself  which 
burns  inexorably  into  his  consciousness.”  91  Any  attempt 
to  erect  human,  changeable  standards  for  morality  pro- 
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duces  an  inward  aspect  not  at  all  separable  from  effects 
and  less  agonizing  than  this  inner  immolation  to  (from 
Niebuhr’s  stand  and  from  my  own)  false  gods.92 

If  Niebuhr  does  tend  to  ignore  the  psychological  aspects 
of  his  relative  social  ethic,  it  is  not  so  much  because  he 
has  separated  morals  into  two  distinct  sorts  and  works  only 
with  the  “  outward,”  but  because  his  concern  is  chiefly 
with  the  macroscopic,  with  cultures,  civilizations,  nations, 
and  classes  —  that  is,  with  the  operation  of  relative 
standards. 

However,  true  to  his  paradoxical  fashion,  we  do  find 
Niebuhr  torturing  himself  with  an  intrinsic  ethic,  of  a 
sort  —  disconnected  from  outward  considerations  at  the 
agape-hybris  crossroads.  That  he  finds  here  an  equality  of 
sin  should  not  completely  prevent  him  from  treating  with 
little  and  bigger  sinners  in  the  relativities  of  the  world. 
At  the  most  it  confuses  the  issue  and  leads  to  the  neglect  of 
relative  morality  by  preoccupation  with  the  disconnected 
intrinsic  ethic.  This  in  itself  is  dangerous  and  indicates 
an  important  fault  in  Niebuhr’s  over-all  philosophical  ef¬ 
fect;  but  the  prime  danger  is  due  to  the  intrinsic  ethic's 
not  being  eliminated  altogether,  for  it  interferes  with  an 
instrumental  handling  of  relative  morality. 

Ethics  is  an  instrument  for  social  control.  As  Geiger  has 
observed,  “  there  can  be  no  divorce,  as  has  been  customary 
in  moral  theory,  between  ends  which  are  intrinsic  —  or 
moral,  and  those  which  are  ‘  merely  ’  instrumental  —  that 
is,  social.  The  effect  of  that  divorce  upon  ethical  concepts 
has  been  too  often  either  to  remove  them  from  affairs  here 
below  and  make  them  inhabitants  of  some  other  intel¬ 
lectual  world  of  ends  and  goals,  or  to  transform  them  into 
an  elaborate  system  of  apologetics.”  93  Under  Niebuhr’s 
guidance  practical  moral  theories  tend  to  become 
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“  merely  ”  instrumental.  Though  he  is  greatly  interested 
in  them,  they  have  nevertheless  a  subsidiary  role  to  the 
strictly  intrinsic  ethic  up  above.  They  cannot  be  taken 
simply  and  seriously  as  a  means  of  social  control  because 
higher  “  criticism  ”  depreciates  their  “  ultimate  ”  standing. 
To  transform  them  for  the  purposes  of  more  effective 
and  more  desirable  control  we  must  not  only  “  hold 
them  tentatively”  but  treat  them  experimentally,  scien¬ 
tifically. 

For  Niebuhr,  “  science  ”  seems  to  be  a  haphazard  affair 
of  trial  and  error.  Historical  changes  are  somewhat  ex¬ 
ternal  to  man;  he  transcends  them.  The  “  social  knowl¬ 
edge  ”  upon  which,  in  preference  to  reason,  Niebuhr  bases 
justice  appears  to  be  an  arbitrary  agglomeration  of  his¬ 
torical  facts.  He  is  concerned  lest  the  norm  of  yesterday 
become  sterile  because  the  tide  of  history  has  moved  out, 
leaving  it  exposed  to  dry.  So  he  will  transpose  it  back  into 
the  ocean  of  life  where  it  will  not  become  a  dry,  brittle, 
change-resistant  encouragement  to  lawlessness.  His  pro¬ 
cedure  of  makeshift  expedients  is  preferable  to  blind  in¬ 
sistence  on  outmoded  norms.  It  is  empirical  but  it  is  not 
scientific. 

A  social  scientist  operating  under  the  auspices  of  a 
transactive  approach  does  not  feel  that  he  will  stray  to 
dangerous  extremes  without  final  subordination  to  a  per¬ 
fect  law,  for  he  does  not  have  Niebuhr’s  restricted  view  of 
nature;  he  retains  values,  ideals,  purposes,  ambitions,  and 
all  other  elevating  aspects  of  human  behavior  as  parts  of 
the  experimental  world  without  need  of  transcendental 
power.  And  he  is  not  primarily  endeavoring  to  change 
morals,  to  bring  them  in  tune  with  the  times  of  historical 
change  (except  in  so  far  as  the  two  are  kept  apart  by  a 
separation  between  morals  and  actions) .  He  finds  morals 
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to  be  an  integral,  organic  part  of  historical  change,  and 
he  finds  his  own  function  to  be  that  of  discovering  how  to 
change  things  to  provide  greater  satisfactions.  He  ob¬ 
serves  how  things  are  interconnected  by  introducing  ele¬ 
ments  to  change  them.  He  treats  the  historical  situation 
and  norms  of  conduct  together  because  they  are  not  separa¬ 
ble.  He  is  not  afraid  of  a  wrong  hypothesis  (or  of  a  hy¬ 
pothesis  not  finally  subordinated  to  the  law  of  love)  because 
even  it  brings  to  light  significant  phenomena  permitting 
improved  experimentation.  Niebuhr  finds  morals  to  fit 
the  new  situation;  a  social  scientist  develops  them  within 
the  developing  situation.  He  changes  both  situation  and 
morals;  he  finds  better  morals  by  introducing  change  and 
noting  results  in  terms  of  greater  satisfactions.  He  works 
with  human  problems  which  are  compounded  of  interests, 
desires,  hopes,  values,  achieving  resolution  of  them  by 
bringing  about  changes  in  their  elements;  he  indulges  in 
fact-changing,  not  in  indiscriminate  fact-finding.94 

By  means  of  an  experimental  technique,  the  social  scien¬ 
tist  creates  new  configurations  which  are  deemed  more  or 
less  preferable  as  they  provide  more  or  less  satisfaction  of 
interests.  They  are  tested  by  experience.  Niebuhr,  too, 
believes  that  norms  of  conduct  are  “  validated  by  experi¬ 
ence.”  However,  not  only  are  his  norms  found  without 
any  process  deliberately  inducing  change,  but  (as  previ¬ 
ously  suggested  95)  his  validating  “  experience  ”  is  not  a 
scientific  or  experimental  experience.  Pragmatic  experi¬ 
ence  is  not  submissive  sensory  reception.  It  is  a  phe¬ 
nomenon  of  man  the  actor.  A  man  has  an  experience 
when  he  performs  some  act  and  the  consequences  of  his 
action  rebound  upon  him.  He  has  no  experience  when  he 
does  nothing  or  when  the  consequences  of  his  doings  do 
not  come  home  to  him.  Grace  isn’t  even  experience;  it 
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hits  from  the  void,  obviating  any  circular  reflex  at  all.  Its 
use  in  a  philosophy  serves  to  prevent  valid  experience. 

One  of  the  fundamental  difficulties  of  the  present  age  is 
this  precise  dearth  of  true  experience.  Personal  experi¬ 
ence  has  become  to  a  great  extent  impossible,  because  in 
our  widely  technological  world  the  consequences  of  men’s 
actions,  their  doings,  no  longer  rebound;  they  are  so  re¬ 
motely  channelized  by  complicated  mechanisms  and  con¬ 
ditions  that  the  effects  of  a  man’s  behavior  are  indeed 
frequently  undetermined.  And  on  the  other  hand  the  in¬ 
dividual  suffers  the  effects  of  the  acts  of  others  without 
being  able  to  detect  the  source  of  his  woes  or  intelligently 
to  defend  himself.  “  The  intervals  in  time  and  space  are 
so  extensive  that  the  larger  number  of  factors  that  decide 
the  final  outcome  cannot  be  foreseen.”  98  The  result  is  a 
widely  scattered  sense  of  irresponsibility  that  blossoms  into 
feelings  of  frustration  and  anxiety. 

In  such  a  context,  what  is  needed  is  a  transactive  ap¬ 
proach,  an  approach  attempting  to  bring  experience  again 
full  circle  within  the  present  culture,  tying  man  to  man 
and  both  together  to  their  environment,  thus  heightening 
the  sense  of  meaning  carried  within  culture.  But  Niebuhr 
will  be  of  no  assistance  here.  His  “  experience  ”  is  cor¬ 
rupted  by  his  theology;  it  is  the  same  “  experience  ”  that 
partially  proves  Christianity  because  it  is  within  Chris¬ 
tianity.  It  is  not  man  acting  and  suffering  the  effects  of 
his  actions;  it  is  sensory  perception  as  warped  by  religious 
preconceptions.97 

Experimentation  in  social  affairs  is  not  the  technique  of 
laboratory  test  tube  or  cyclotron.  Unfortunately,  many 
social  scientists  continue  to  hold  some  such  arrangement  as 
the  ideal  for  all  sciences  and  correspondingly  despair  of 
the  possibility  of  a  “  real  ”  social  science.  They  seem  al- 
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most  to  lament  that  they  cannot  institute  experiments  over 
social  specimens.  Niebuhr,  without  the  lamentation,  has 
the  same  limited  stimulus-response  view  of  what  social 
science  is.  And  it  is  this  faulty  understanding  that  he 
criticizes.  He  is  on  the  right  track  when  he  insists  that  a 
science  that  sets  the  experimenter  apart  from  the  experi¬ 
mented  —  like  an  alchemist  over  his  potions  —  needs  phil¬ 
osophical  correction.  His  grave  error  is  that  he  naively 
accepts  this  truncated  form  as  science.  An  experimental 
social  science  does  not  require  discrete  social  chemicals 
upon  which  an  external  operator  can  perform  intricate 
manipulations,  nor  does  it  require  a  disinterested  outside 
experimenter,  nor  must  it  want  a  pure  reason  dissociated 
from  the  “  vitalities  of  life,”  nor  is  it  concerned  with  pre¬ 
diction  of  what  social  chemicals  will  produce  when  vari¬ 
ously  juxtaposed.  On  the  contrary,  social  experimental 
tion  is  carried  on  within  a  transactional  situation;  the 
scientist  works  in  close  collaboration  with  the  social  group 
(in  a  sense  all  the  people  involved  being  experimenters) ; 
the  specialist  is  vitally  and  intimately,  emotionally,  artisti¬ 
cally,  and  intellectually  concerned;  thinking  starts  from 
the  existential  context  and  takes  advantage  of  all  aids,  ra¬ 
tional  or  otherwise;  and  with  time  considered  to  be  a 
genuine  factor  prediction  is  incidental  —  the  aim  being 
social  control.*8 

One  additional  difficulty  is  found  for  a  social  scientist 
in  his  struggle  between  Niebuhr’s  Christs.  He  is  forced  to 
treat  means  and  ends  unscientifically.  There  are  for  him 
two  kinds  of  ends  in  history  —  proximate  ends  and  the 
ultimate  goal,  eros  and  agape.  Agape  will  not,  of  course,, 
be  reached  in  history,  but  proximate  ends  or  solutions  may 
be  attained.  Little  difficulty  is  encountered  in  agreeing 
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with  Niebuhr’s  decision  that  the  imagined  (though  not 
understood)  possibility  is  an  impossible  possibility.  On 
the  other  hand  the  impossibility  of  the  ultimate  ideal  need 
not  be  blamed  on  the  sin  of  man."  It  may  more  simply 
be  seen  as  the  normal  expectation  when  an  ideal  end  is  set 
up  divorced  from  means  of  attainment.  An  end  that  is 
not  an  operative,  contingent,  and  alterable  goal  is  not  to 
be  attained  by  human  methods.  Ends  are  a  part  of  the 
means.  They  function  as  directives,  as  operative  condi¬ 
tioners  of  choice  and  use  of  means.  If  they  are  uncom¬ 
promisingly  absolute,  they  prevent  sensitive  selection  and 
use  of  means  and  to  that  extent  prevent,  instead  of  facilitat¬ 
ing  or  encouraging,  the  alteration  or  adaptation  of  means, 
as  progress  ever  more  and  more  begins  to  deviate  from  the 
path  to  the  end.100  A  moral  problem  or  dilemma  is  re¬ 
solved  not  by  dialectically  shuttling  back  and  forth  be¬ 
tween  horns,  nor  by  blindly  groping  for  new  and  untried 
means,  but  by  creatively  altering  the  conflicting  “  ends.” 
Satisfaction  of  incompatible  interests,  of  “  ends,”  is  brought 
about  by  altering  both  ends  and  means. 

Niebuhr’s  ideal  realm  is  not  a  collection  of  imagined  pos¬ 
sibilities  that  stimulates  men  to  new  efforts  and  realiza¬ 
tions,  but  something  separated,  something  gained  through 
grace.  Thus  it  is  not  an  operative  ideal  that  we  can  work 
toward  (except  perhaps  as  we  work  at  faith  to  obtain  for¬ 
giveness)  . 

On  a  lower  level,  Niebuhr  thinks,  proximate  solutions 
to  our  problems  may  be  found.  Proximate  ends  ( eros ) 
may  be  achieved.  The  very  use  of  the  word  “  proximate  ” 
suggests  that  the  ultimates  of  which  these  lower  ends  are 
adaptations  have  not  been  discarded.  The  superior  end 
persists  as  “  criticism  ”  or  directive.  Dialectical  purity  has 
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again  been  besmirched.  The  antithesis,  the  contingent 
end,  has  not  been  left  completely  separate  and  inde¬ 
pendent. 

Disregarding  the  taint  of  the  eternal  because  it  is  im¬ 
possible  to  tell  whether  its  “  criticism  ”  consists  of  snide 
remarks  or  of  constructive  (that  is,  positive)  influence, 
the  low-level  relationship  between  means  and  ends  may  be 
ascertained  by  a  brief  inspection  of  Niebuhr’s  attitudes 
toward  revolutionary  change.  As  a  “radical,”  Niebuhr 
was  early  influenced  by  Marxist  ideas;  the  element  of 
equality  in  proletariat  philosophy  particularly  appealed  to 
him.  When  he  wrote  Moral  Man  and  Immoral  Society  in 
1932,  he  was  sufficiently  enthusiastic  to  attempt  a  provi¬ 
sional  justification  of  the  revolutionary  means  that  had 
been  used  in  Russia  toward  the  end  of  equality.  He  rea¬ 
soned  that,  in  view  of  the  special  circumstances  of  the  case, 
violence  might  prove  an  effective  means.  By  1935,  how¬ 
ever,  in  An  Interpretation  of  Christian  Ethics ,  he  began  to 
doubt  the  efficacy  of  violence  as  a  method  of  social  change 
because  of  the  intricacy  of  the  processes  of  social  change 
and  the  “  stubborn  vitality  ”  of  tradition  and  cultural  in¬ 
heritance.101  He  has  gradually  been  converted  to  the  dem¬ 
ocratic  way  of  change  —  but  for  the  reason  that  the  social 
world  is  so  complex  that  hasty  action,  sweeping  action, 
cannot  but  create  more  chaos  and  injustice  than  it  quells, 
not  for  the  reason  that  means  and  ends  are  conjugate  and 
interacting  parts  of  one  process  and  cannot  be  effective  if 
either  is  held  uncompromisingly.  Niebuhr  never  arrives 
at  an  understanding  of  how  ideals  are  connected  with  men, 
how  they  can  be  operative  in  life,  how  they  tie  with  actions, 
spring  out  of  the  existential  situation  and  put  or  push 
back  into  it. 
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SUMMARY 

Niebuhr's  failure  to  set  the  stage  for  a  genuine  social 
science  may  be  traced  back  to  his  fundamental  assumptions 
and  to  his  basic  explanation  of  concrete  phenomena.  It 
is  because  he  thinks  in  terms  of  force  instead  of  in  terms 
of  interconnection.  He  explains  actual  phenomena  by 
giving  them  the  status  of  forces.  Nowhere  is  this  more 
evident  than  in  the  prototype,  his  basic  postulate  of  sin, 
where  the  phenomenal  abuse  of  power  and  quest  for  power 
are  translated  into  a  psychic  force  —  love  of  power,  egoism, 
hybris,  or  sin  —  which  then  is  treated  as  a  dynamic  cause. 
Niebuhr,  of  all  men,  should  be  aware  of  the  depth  and 
creativity  of  human  beings.  Yet  on  the  social  or  ethical 
level,  he  clings  to  concepts  of  stimulus  and  response,  to 
forces.  Apparently  his  appreciation  of  what  he  calls  man's 
"  freedom  "  is  superficial.  Has  Niebuhr  been  so  myopic 
as  to  attribute  man’s  freedom  exclusively  to  his  traffic  in 
the  transcendental?  Has  Niebuhr's  absolute  of  sin  blinded 
him  to  the  variety,  sensitiveness,  creativeness,  and  infinity 
within  each  man  as  he  participates  in  social  life? 

The  whole  causal  structure  of  Niebuhr’s  world  is  beset 
by  this  force-fallacy.  When  effects  are  not  caused  by  med¬ 
dlings  of  the  eternal,  stirring  up  hosts  from  what  is  not, 
they  are  sequential  occurrences  following  a  “  cause,"  a 
force,  in  a  necessary  manner.  Niebuhr's  limited  under¬ 
standing  of  nature  and  his  distorted  perspective  on  scien¬ 
tific  methods  leave  him  with  the  sorry  opinion  that  there 
is  not  a  grand  enough  arena  for  human  freedom  unless 
man  is  permitted  to  transcend  the  natural  scene.  Just  as 
he  suspects,  sequential  cause-and-effect  analyses  (which  for 
him  commit  the  error  of  post  hoc ,  ergo  propter  hoc )  are 
not  sufficient  to  the  dimensions  of  modern  man.  But  that 
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does  not  justify  retreat  to  the  transcendental.  There  are 
untold  promises  in  the  so-far  largely  untapped  concept  of 
co temporal  causation  —  a  concept  with  which  Niebuhr 
does  not  appear  to  be  familiar.  Prior  commitment  to  his 
cosmology  would  in  any  case  obviate  his  accepting  it  at  its 
face  value. 

Just  as  the  transactive  approach  to  the  human  scene  is 
a  more  sensitive  and  inclusive  way  of  handling  problems 
and  understanding  the  human  situation  than  are  theories 
that  postulate  either  interaction  or  self-action,  so  the  co¬ 
temporal  approach  to  causation  is  more  sensitive,  more  in¬ 
clusive,  and  (in  the  scientific  sense)  more  "  simple  ”  than 
is  the  older  Newtonian  sequential  cause  and  effect.  Upon 
close  analysis  of  the  minute  arena  where  cause  and  effect 
impinge  upon  one  another,  they  turn  out  to  be  interrela- 
tional,  not  relations  in  time  at  all  but  simply  non-temporal 
or  cotemporal.  The  events  called  “  cause  ”  and  44  effect  ” 
become  44  constituents  of  a  single  continuous  event.” 102 
While  common  sense  may  continue  for  some  time  to  func¬ 
tion  on  the  macroscopic  level  of  sequential  generalization, 
scientific  thought  is  already  beginning  to  blaze  the  way  to¬ 
ward  greater  control  in  the  social-physical  world  on  the 
basis  of  this  broader  understanding  of  causation. 

Niebuhr,  however,  from  his  partial  point  of  view  con¬ 
demns  all  science  as  inadequate  because  his  grasp  of  it  is 
inadequate.  Thus  he  misunderstands  the  means-end  re¬ 
lationship  because  he  falsely  sees  the  means  as  a  force,  a 
44  cause,  ”  and  the  end  as  a  result  temporally  separated  from 
the  means.  In  a  sense  the  colors  of  the  original  portrait 
of  man  as  a  composite  of  forces  (vitalities)  and  forms  have 
run,  merging  with  the  means-end  landscape  and  distorting 
the  possibility  of  a  scientific  treatment  of  or  an  actual  ap¬ 
proach  to  realistic  social  ethics. 
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In  brief,  through  the  medium  of  dialectic  Niebuhr  finds 
it  possible  to  agitate  for  a  “  scientific  ”  or  realistic  treat¬ 
ment  of  problems  in  the  “  interim  ”  that  is  history.  Un¬ 
fortunately  for  those  who  hope  to  find  in  Niebuhr  a  won¬ 
drous  combination  of  genuine  science  and  Christianity, 
Niebuhr  —  despite  his  dialectic  —  fails  to  provide  ex¬ 
perimentalism  with  that  requisite  freedom  from  dogma¬ 
tism  without  which  it  cannot  truly  function  in  the  social 
field.  Both  his  interpretation  of  history  and  his  so-called 
realistic  social  ethic  ”  are  brought  by  assumptions  of 
hybris  and  human  nature  to  introduce  impediments  and 
irrelevancies  which  block  the  path  of  genuine  achievement 
for  men  on  earth. 
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[A]  point  of  view  has  no  meaning  save  as  it  is  used  as 
a  vantage  point  from  which  to  observe  and  interpret 
actual  phenomena. 

John  Dewey1 


How  does  Niebuhr’s  set  of  concepts,  outlined  in  the  pre¬ 
ceding  chapters,  influence  his  thinking  in  more  strictly  po¬ 
litical  realms?  What  are  the  products  of  his  theory  —  if 
indeed  “  theory”  is  what  it  is  —  in  the  practical  field  of 
politics?  Is  his  basic  thought  productive  of  useful  ideas 
on  the  political  level?  Broadly  speaking,  two  phenomena 
that  are  central  to  the  study  of  political  science  have  been 
selected  for  treatment  in  this  chapter  in  relation  to  the 
above  questions.  The  phenomena  of  the  group  and  of 
power  are  of  focal  importance  to  Niebuhr’s  political  think¬ 
ing;  indeed  they  have  pre-empted  much  of  his  attention  by 
themselves.  As  such,  a  consideration  of  them  will  serve 
the  added  function  of  bringing  out  much  of  the  fuller  de¬ 
tail  of  Niebuhr’s  political  theory  —  for  they  cannot  be 
dealt  with  adequately  in  isolation. 

SACRIFICIAL  GROUPS 

In  respect  to  the  group,  two  important  aspects  must  be 
considered.  (1)  What  is  the  group?  What  is  its  charac¬ 
ter?  Are  there  different  kinds  of  groups?  (2)  What  is  its 
relationship  to  the  individual? 

To  avoid  confusion,  Niebuhr’s  vision  of  the  group  will 
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first  be  presented  as  a  whole.  Then  it  will  be  considered 
under  this  twofold  division  (which  is  not  inherent  in 
Niebuhr’s  own  analysis) . 

The  social  group  as  seen  by  Niebuhr  is  created  in  the 
first  instance  by  the  natural  impulses  of  man.  In  earliest 
human  history,  the  original  basis  for  an  organic  social 
group  was  a  fact  of  nature  —  the  long  period  of  helpless¬ 
ness  in  the  infancy  of  the  child.  The  group  is  held  to¬ 
gether  by  the  fact  that  man  is  a  social  being.  That  is,  the 
sex  impulse  seeks  perpetuation  of  kind;  the  impulse  of 
pity  sends  man  to  the  aid  of  his  fellow;  and  besides,  such 
natural  impulses  as  sympathy,  gregariousness,  paternal  and 
filial  affection,  and  a  sense  of  organic  cohesion  throw  men 
together.2  These  are  the  unselfish  impulses  found  in  man’s 
nature  along  with  the  selfish.3 

From  the  tribal  unit,  social  groups  have  grown  in  size 
because  forced  to  do  so  by  the  necessities  of  social  conflicts, 
and  because  of  the  application  of  imagination  and  intelli¬ 
gence.  As  the  group,  in  expanding,  grew  farther  and  far¬ 
ther  away  from  the  intimate,  cohesive,  organic  family,  the 
basic  natural  impulses  were  no  longer  adequate  for  the 
task  of  coherence,  and  they  have  therefore  been  altered,  re¬ 
fined,  and  extended.4  It  was  the  function  of  reason  to 
bring  about  this  moral  extension  of  the  area  within  which 
man  senses  an  obligation  to  aid  and  support  man.  Man’s 
social  impulses  are  the  deep  roots  from  which  the  group 
springs.  Reason  does  not  create;  it  only  extends  and  stabi¬ 
lizes.5  “  Reason  is  provisionally  an  organ  of  the  universal, 
as  against  the  particular,  interest;  and  growing  rationality 
has  thus  undoubtedly  contributed  to  the  extension  of  hu¬ 
man  communities.”  6 

The  most  important  differences  between  the  individual 
and  collectives,  according  to  Niebuhr,  are  (1)  that  there 
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are  “  no  discrete  or  integral  collective  organisms,  corres¬ 
ponding  to  the  life  of  the  individual,”  7  and  (2)  that  there 
are  “  no  simple  distinctions  between  life  and  death  in  col¬ 
lective  organisms.”  8  The  first  difference  means  that  it  is 
immensely  difficult  to  generalize  about  communities,  cul¬ 
tures,  civilizations  (which  Niebuhr  terms  “  organisms  ”) 
because  they  vary  so  much.  Political  communities  are 
fairly  discrete  as  organized  through  nations,  but  the  rest 
are  difficult  to  define  or  delimit.9  The  second  difference 
means  that  generalizations  are  dangerous  because  it  is 
impossible  to  tell  precisely  the  fate  of  collectives  —  except 
in  so  far  as  they  are  organized  into  nations  or  empires. 

On  the  other  hand,  similarities  between  the  individual 
and  collectives  make  it  possible  to  draw  analogies.  Like 
man,  the  collective  feels  insecure;  it  tries  to  overcome  that 
insecurity  through  pride  and  the  will  to  power  —  trans¬ 
muted  survival  instinct.  In  seeking  to  overcome  its 
finiteness  by  its  own  power,  it  commits  hybris,  the  prime 
sin  of  pretending  to  be  God.10  Like  man,  the  collective 
organism  indulges  in  impulses  of  fear,  hatred,  resentment, 
vengeance,  forgiveness.  Like  man  it  has  a  will,  a  con¬ 
science,  reason,  self-consciousness.  .  .  . 

Man  seeks  to  use  his  collectives  as  (sometimes)  vicarious 
means  of  self-aggrandizement.  He  projects  his  pretensions 
of  divinity  into  the  larger  realm  of  the  group,  which,  being 
larger  and  stronger,  would  superficially  appear  to  be  more 
worthy  of  divinity.  The  frustrated  individual  —  especially 
the  average  man  who  can  never  fulfill  his  aspirations  to 
power  —  becomes  a  willing  support  and  victim  of  group 
pretensions.11  Thus  the  collective’s  sin  is  greater. 

The  self-transcendence  of  the  group  is  less  than  that  of 
the  individual.  And,  as  the  group  increases  in  size,  self¬ 
transcendence  diminishes.  With  self-transcendence  fol- 
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lows  self-criticism  in  parallel  fashion,  likewise  diminishing 
with  size.  And  with  less  self-criticism  there  is  not  only  less 
ethical  action,  but  less  check  on  sin.  Thus  again  the  sin 
of  the  group  outruns  the  sin  of  the  individual.12 

The  individual  is  able  at  times  to  consider  the  interests 
of  others  and  even  to  choose  their  advantage  over  his  own, 
but  it  is  most  difficult,  if  not  impossible,  to  purge  societies 
of  egoism.  This  is  due  in  part  to  the  overpowering  egoism 
of  group  life,  in  part  to  the  fact  that  society’s  basic  cohesion 
is  the  product  of  natural  impulses,  which  cannot  be  prop¬ 
erly  constrained  by  the  weak  rational  force  of  the  group.13 
The  reason  of  the  group  is  weak  because  individual  mem¬ 
bers  cannot  see  beyond  its  borders;  it  cannot  see  that  al¬ 
truism  might  benefit  in  the  long  run.  The  group  fails  to 
see  that,  since  the  impulses  of  collective  behavior  belong 
only  to  the  realm  of  nature  (not  spirit) ,  the  proportion  of 
reason  to  impulse  increasingly  diminishes  in  the  change 
from  the  individual  to  social  groups  and  then  to  larger 
groups.  In  short,  all  man’s  failings  are  present  and  inflated 
in  the  group.  And  as  a  result  “  the  achievement  of  har¬ 
mony  and  justice  between  groups  requires  a  measure  of 
coercion,  which  is  not  necessary  in  the  most  intimate  and 
the  most  imaginative  individual  relations.”  14  By  compari¬ 
son  only,  man  is  moral  and  society  immoral,15  and,  cor¬ 
respondingly,  the  individual  is  capable  of  purer  realizations 
of  “  meaning  ”  than  is  the  group.10 

The  death  of  nations  and  empires  is  more  obviously  self- 
inflicted  than  the  death  of  the  individual,  though  they  may 
fall  innocent  victim  of  historical  caprice  just  as  individuals 
may  die  in  natural  calamity.  Groups  do  not  suffer  a  nat¬ 
ural  death;  17  they  are  not  physical  organisms.  “  They  are 
created  by  the  ingenuity  of  human  freedom  and  are  de¬ 
stroyed  by  corruptions  of  that  freedom.”  18  “  Nations,  like 
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individuals,  may  defeat  superior  power  by  special  measures 
of  spiritual  grace.  They  may  also,  within  limits,  achieve  a 
spiritual  victory  in  the  agony  of  physical  defeat,,,  thus  gain¬ 
ing  new  life  by  dying  to  self.19 

Niebuhr  attributes  all  human  qualities  except  the  spirit¬ 
ual  to  the  state.  It  is  perhaps  the  very  fact  that  the  group 
does  not  have  a  spirit  —  though  it  has  reason,  will,  con¬ 
science,  self-consciousness,  and  self-transcendence,  the  last 
of  which  is  the  essence  of  man's  spirit  —  that  is  the  real  dis¬ 
tinction  between  man  and  his  collective  and  is  that  which 
makes  the  pretenses  of  the  group  the  more  vicious  and 
heinous  sin. 

When  Niebuhr  refers  to  “  organic  ”  society  or  the  social 
“  organism,"  his  reference  is  to  the  intimate  relation  he 
sees  between  the  individual  and  his  group.  His  notion  of 
ideal  group-individual  relations  is  best  illustrated  by  his 
complaint  against  the  “  mechanistic  ”  character  of  modern 
life: 

The  individual  draws  the  sustenance  of  his  self-conscious 
individuality  from  his  organic  relation  to  his  social  group,  his 
family,  his  craft  and  his  community.  While  he  has  always 
been  in  the  peril  of  being  too  completely  absorbed  in  these 
primary  social  groups  and  while  his  essential  liberties  have 
been  frequently  too  rigorously  curtailed  by  them  he  has  also 
achieved  the  highest  degree  of  individual  self-respect  in  these 
intimate  relations  in  which  personality  is  revered,  respected, 
trusted  and  relied  upon.  A  mechanical  civilization  weakens 
these  organic  relations  and  thereby  destroys  robust  individ¬ 
uality.20 

On  the  other  hand: 

Mechanism  easily  veils  the  actual  realities  of  life.  It  makes 
human  life  seem  to  be  a  series  of  highly  rational  social  rela¬ 
tionships  and  hides  the  fact  that  these  relations  are  actually 
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the  product,  not  of  mind  and  conscience  but  of  power  and 
impulse.21 

The  individual  is  related  to  the  community  in  such  a  way 
that  his  greatest  achievements  as  an  individual  are  depend¬ 
ent  upon  the  group,  the  social  substance,  from  which  he 
emerged,  and  are  fulfilled  and  have  their  end  in  society.22 

But,  at  the  same  time,  the  individual  transcends  the  so¬ 
cial  process  and  is  not  just  fulfilled  in  society.  He  is  a 
“  final  resource  ”  having  a  source  of  moral  insight  above 
and  beyond  the  limitations  of  the  group,  which  can  be 
directed  against  communal  idolatries.23 

It  is  fairly  obvious  that,  in  Niebuhr’s  eyes,  the  character 
of  the  phenomenon  we  call  “  the  group  ”  is  greatly  influ¬ 
enced  by  his  picture  of  human  nature.  Despite  the  fact 
that  he  acknowledges  distinctions  in  kind  between  the 
individual  and  society,  Niebuhr  constantly  personifies  the 
group.  If  he  does  so  for  artistic  purposes  he  has  most  cer¬ 
tainly  overshot  his  mark,  for  his  reader  gets  an  impression 
of  close  similarity  rather  than  of  analogy.  Niebuhr  has 
tended  to  give  the  same  basic  character  —  that  of  an  evil 
man  —  without  distinction  or  qualification  to  all  kinds  of 
groups. 

Niebuhr  carefully  asserts  that  groups  vary  greatly  from 
one  to  the  next.  But  he  obscures  this  astute  observation 
by  giving  them  all  a  common  denominator.  The  United 
States,  the  proletarian  class,  a  county  board,  and  a  Ladies’ 
Aid  Society  are,  in  his  view,  basically  identical  —  in  so  far 
as  each  is  a  community.  This  means  that  they  are  only 
superficially  products  of  the  times  and  environment.  They 
are  characterized  by  the  same  sort  of  eternal  composition 
as  is  the  individual.  Their  rigidity  within  Niebuhr’s  in¬ 
terpretation  may  be  attested  to  by  the  fact  that  their  nature, 
failings,  and  aspirations  are  supposedly  read  out  of  the 
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Bible.  As  they  were  two  thousand  years  ago,  they  are  now 
and  ever  shall  be:  one  true  group,  sin  without  end. 

Actually  groups  vary  tremendously  in  fundamental 
character.  Some  are  even  better  than  the  individuals  who 
compose  and  supposedly  transcend  them.24  Group  dynam¬ 
ics  has  discovered  that  there  are  creative  ways  of  working 
together  in  committees.  .  .  Human  aggregates  are  not 
necessarily  and  always  immoral.  It  is  not  even  true  that 
the  human  group  always  falls  below  the  sum  total  of  the 
wisdom  which  its  individuals  represent.  All  of  us  know 
that  there  are  many  cases  in  which  individuals  [participat¬ 
ing  in  a  group  activity]  do  produce  creative  results  out  of 
all  proportion  to  the  wisdom  which  seems  to  animate  each 
one  of  them.”  25 

One  outstanding  feature  of  Niebuhr’s  “  group  ”  is  that 
it  has  become  a  thing  in  itself  apart  from  the  individuals 
who  compose  it.  It  is  built  up  of  vitalities,  which  are  in¬ 
ner  or  psychic  forces.  And  it  is  propelled  by  these  forces. 
It  is  representative  of  the  interest  of  its  members,  but  it 
is  dominated,  directed,  and  vitalized  by  the  force  of  its 
own  self-interest  (hybris) .  Thus  —  as  in  the  case  of  the 
individual  —  its  actions  tend  to  be  interpreted  as  if 
explained  by  simple  reference  to  these  inner  forces. 
The  group  becomes  a  self-sufficient  and  self-acting  entity 
largely  independent  of  its  surroundings  and  acting  in 
the  world  instead  of  interacting  or  transacting  within 
the  world. 

When  phenomena  are  “  explained  ”  by  reference  to  in¬ 
nate  forces,  the  result  is  an  obstacle  to  or  a  cutting  short 
of  inquiry.  For  example,  when  the  factual  actions  of  states 
are  classified  under  a  heading  called  “  selfishness  ”  and  are 
then  alleged  to  be  due  to  a  vitality  (or  a  corruption  of  vi¬ 
tality)  —  to  hybris  —  it  is  no  longer  necessary  to  inquire 
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into  the  problem.  The  force  itself  is  not  to  be  understood; 
it  is  immutable;  it  is  prior  and  nothing  can  be  done  about 
it.  Thus  when  the  actions  of  states  are  attributed  to  it  they 
are  no  longer  within  the  reach  of  human  ingenuity.26 
Niebuhr  has  not  been  the  only  one  or  the  first  to  comment 
on  the  tendency  of  individuals  and  groups,  corporations, 
labor  unions,  nations  to  be  concerned  exclusively  with  their 
own  interests.  But  writing  off  this  tendency  as  a  taint  in 
human  nature  or  in  group  nature  is  dismissing  it  as  a  factor 
to  be  manipulated  by  men.  It  is  a  defeatism  that  recog¬ 
nizes  a  problem  and  then  abdicates  from  the  effective  field 
of  action.  In  Niebuhr’s  order  of  things,  man  cannot  set 
about  changing  the  eternal  “  selfishness  ”  of  states;  as  we 
shall  see,27  he  can  only  control  or  balance  “  selfishness.” 

Niebuhr  does  not  say  that  some  societies  are  immoral, 
nor  simply  that  societies  are  immoral.  He  puts  it  in  uni¬ 
versal  terms:  society  is  immoral.  Placing  a  valuational 
stigma  upon  the  interests  of  all  groups  does  not  facilitate 
handling  of  the  problems  and  conflicts  that  arise  between 
them.  It  leads  to  the  visionary  attitude  that  adjustments 
may  come  about  by  convincing  one  side,  one  group  to  do 
the  “  moral  ”  thing,  to  abdicate  or  sacrifice  its  interests. 
And  Niebuhr  does  think  that  groups  may,  through  the 
agency  of  grace  (though  not  on  their  own  steam) ,  “  die  to 
self  ”  and  thereby  be  reborn.28 

This  wholesale  condemnation  of  interests  as  bad  adds  an 
irrelevancy  to  perfectly  normal  phenomena.  Together 
with  the  identification  of  interests  with  hybris  —  which 
makes  of  them  inevitables  and  immutables  —  it  conceals 
the  possibility  of  mediating  between  groups,  between  in¬ 
terests,  and  of  creating  new  and  more  satisfactory  interests. 
It  prevents  Niebuhr  from  seeing  that  there  is  any  possibil¬ 
ity  of  mediation  between  interests  besides  the  possibility 
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of  compromise  based  on  partial  sacrifice  of  the  interests  of 
both  parties. 

M.  C.  Otto  has  very  effectively  presented  these  possibili¬ 
ties  as  the  method  of  “  creative  bargaining.”  Briefly,  crea¬ 
tive  bargaining  is  a  method  of  resolving  conflicts  of  in¬ 
terests  in  a  way  satisfactory  to  both  of  the  opposing  parties 
to  the  conflict.  When  two  people  or  two  groups  of  people 
find  themselves  in  a  situation  where  the  interests  of  each 
are  frustrated  by  the  interests  of  the  other,  and  there  is  a 
complete  block,  an  impasse,  the  conflict  can  be  resolved 
(1)  by  one  party  riding  roughshod  over  the  interests  of  the 
other,  (2)  by  one  party,  in  a  moment  of  emotional  over¬ 
flow,  sacrificing  its  interests,  (3)  by  each  party  sacrificing 
some  of  its  interests  in  what  is  known  as  compromise,  or 
(4)  by  creatively  intuiting  a  new  set  of  interests  acceptable 
to  both.  This  latter  is  creative  bargaining.  It  is  a  process 
of  interest-changing. 

Specific  conflicts  are  very  rarely  simple  affairs;  rather, 
they  are  complex  collisions  of  patterns  of  interests,  desires, 
values,  or  what  not.  The  first  step  in  the  creative-bargain¬ 
ing  intention  is  the  sharpening  of  the  conflict  by  pointing 
up  the  crucial  issues,  specifying  and  identifying  as  precisely 
as  possible  the  interests  that  are  in  conflict,  locating  the 
points  at  which  they  conflict,  and  formulating  the  disagree¬ 
ment  in  exact  terms.  On  this  foundation  the  search  for  a 
resolution  may  be  instituted  —  provided  a  resolution  has 
not  already  been  intuited  (as  is  sometimes  the  case)  during 
the  process  of  clarification.  Out  of  the  greater  understand¬ 
ing  resultant  from  candid  discussion  may  come  a  liberating 
idea,  a  hypothetical  solution  that  will  reorient  the  whole 
situation.  A  new  pattern  of  interests  may  be  found  that  is 
acceptable  to  both  parties  and  deemed  preferable  by  each 
to  their  old  interests  —  given  the  fact  of  conflict.  It  is  not 
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that  a  solution  has  been  found  which  satisfies  the  old  oppos¬ 
ing  patterns  of  interest.  Rather,  a  new  common  pattern 
has  been  found  which  is  more  satisfactory  to  both  parties 
than  the  old  interests -in-conflict.  In  any  deadlock  of  oppos¬ 
ing  interest  patterns,  the  deadlock  itself,  as  part  of  the  total 
situation,  becomes  a  discordant  part  of  each  interest  pat¬ 
tern.  A  creative  resolution  of  the  deadlock  consists  in  re¬ 
organizing  the  patterns  and  changing  the  interests  —  the 
values,  if  you  will  —  and  thus  finding  a  mutually  accept¬ 
able  pattern  that  is  more  satisfactory  in  its  situation  than 
the  old  ones  were  in  theirs.  Superficially,  this  kind  of  resolu¬ 
tion  might  appear  to  be  a  method  of  sacrifice  by  all.  Ac¬ 
tually,  in  the  re-creation  of  interests,  the  old  is  willingly 
discarded  in  favor  of  a  more  inclusive  good;  it  is  simply 
eclipsed.29 

A  very  clear  and  simple  —  perhaps  over-simple  —  illus¬ 
tration  of  creative  bargaining  is  given  by  Mary  Follett: 

In  the  Harvard  Library  one  day,  in  one  of  the  smaller  rooms, 
someone  wanted  the  window  open,  I  wanted  it  shut.  We 
opened  the  window  in  the  next  room,  where  no  one  was  sit¬ 
ting.  This  was  not  a  compromise  because  there  was  no  cur¬ 
tailing  of  desire;  we  both  got  what  we  really  wanted.  For  I 
did  not  want  a  closed  room,  I  simply  did  not  want  the  north 
wind  to  blow  directly  on  me;  likewise  the  other  occupant  did 
not  want  that  particular  window  open,  he  merely  wanted  more 
air  in  the  room.30 

These  two  people  could  easily  have  spent  the  afternoon 
alternately  opening  and  closing  the  window  in  the  small 
room,  completely  disgusted  with  each  other.  Instead  they 
reconsidered  their  patterns  of  desire  (which  included  the 
opening  or  shutting  of  a  particular  window)  and,  on  the 
basis  of  this  sharpening  of  the  conflict,  developed  an  im¬ 
proved  pattern  for  the  new  situation  and  intuited  a  simple 
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solution.  Note  that  neither  of  them  sacrificed  his  desire  in 
respect  to  the  first  window.  It  simply  dropped  out  of  the 
picture  —  so  much  so  that  in  retrospect  they  felt  that  they 
had  gotten  what  they  “  really  ”  wanted  all  along. 

Creative  bargaining  is  not  a  utopian  pipe  dream.  It  is 
a  method  that  is  in  effective  use  where  people  are  imagina¬ 
tive.  Most  of  us  have  experienced  it  within  ourselves  dur¬ 
ing  the  process  of  education  as  we  mediated  between  con¬ 
tradicting  values  and  came  out  with  higher  syntheses.  It 
is  frequently  encountered  in  personal  relationships  —  par¬ 
ticularly  in  sensitive  marital  relationships.  It  is  also  em¬ 
ployed,  with  less  frequency  and  more  difficulty,  to  be  sure, 
but  with  equal  significance,  in  intergroup  relations. 

It  may  be  objected  that  creative  bargaining  is  not  a  seri¬ 
ous  alternative  to  methods  of  compromise  and  coercion  be¬ 
cause  in  some  cases  interests  may  be  opposed  in  a  perfect 
dilemma.  Such  an  objection  is  no  more  warranted  than 
its  sanguine  opposite  —  that  there  is  a  possible  creative 
solution  to  all  conflicts.  The  mere  fact  that  the  resolution 
in  each  case  is  a  creation,  an  intuition  of  something  previ¬ 
ously  non-existent,  precludes  any  assertion  as  to  its  a  priori 
impossibility.  The  argument  for  the  affirmative,  of  course, 
cannot  be  conclusive  either.  However,  it  rests  its  case  on  a 
growing  body  of  usage  and  on  the  clear  promise  creative 
bargaining  shows  in  spite  of  the  fact  that  it  has  not  yet  been 
tried  in  any  deliberate  and  systematic  fashion. 

Treated  in  historical  context,  mythological  blinkers  re¬ 
moved,  as  phenomena  in  which  both  human  nature  and 
particularities  of  culture  participate,  selfishness  may  be 
alleviated  and  the  problems  set  by  blind  and  stubborn  pur¬ 
suance  of  private  interests  may  be  solved  or  partly  solved  — 
without  recourse  to  self-sacrifice  or  grace.  (And  I  refuse 
to  assume  that  there  is  any  sense  in  trying  to  eradicate  them 
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completely.)  Indications  and  achievements  of  solutions 
are  already  to  be  found  in  the  mature  attitude  being  taken 
by  Walter  Reuther  and  the  United  Automobile  Workers; 
in  imaginative  business  relationships  as  described  by  Mary 
Follett;  in  T.V.A.  agricultural  and  other  policies;  in  the 
partial  successes  of  the  Montana  Study; 31  in  the  settling  of 
many  labor-management  disputes  (as,  for  example,  the 
mediating  work  of  Nathan  Feinsinger  in  the  Hawaiian  dock 
strike) ;  and  in  such  rare  international  achievements  as  the 
Arab-Palestine  mediation  by  Ralph  Bunche.  All  of  these 
are  characterized  by  attempts  to  avoid  self-abnegation  or 
compromise  so  far  as  it  partakes  of  self-sacrifice.  They  em¬ 
body  a  radical  alteration  in  emphasis,  changing  the  sphere 
of  problems  from  balancing  —  which,  after  all,  does  noth¬ 
ing  but  frustrate  people  (as  does  sacrifice)  and  evoke  sin  by 
providing  challenge  to  upset  the  balance  —  to  creation, 
representation,  and  organization.  Creation  is  at  a  pre¬ 
mium  to  find  non-sacrificial  resolutions  of  conflicts;  repre¬ 
sentation,  to  devise  organic  bonds  whereby  the  interests  of 
the  people  can  be  tied  with  the  actions  of  their  group 
leaders  in  such  a  fashion  that  acceptance  of  a  creative  solu¬ 
tion  by  the  leaders  can  result  in  acceptance  by  the  people; 
organization,  to  assure  the  tapping  and  identification  of  in¬ 
terests  and  ideas  constituent  in  the  total  situation. 

If  the  concept  of  hybris  in  connection  with  groups  is  an¬ 
other  way  of  saying  that  a  group  by  its  very  nature  is  for 
the  good  of  itself  (and/or  of  its  members)  and  not  for  the 
good  of  mankind,  Niebuhr  has  most  certainly  erred.  Men 
have  gathered  together  for  the  consolation  and  advance¬ 
ment  of  everything  under  the  sun,  not  excluding  mankind. 
It  would  probably  be  unfair  to  conclude  that  Niebuhr  has 
found  no  benevolent  societies,  but  if  he  has  found  any  they 
have  not  profoundly  impressed  him. 
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Seeing  only  too  well  the  bigotries  and  failings  of  nations 
and  vested-interest  groups,  he  has  neglected  the  potentiali¬ 
ties  of  democratic  grass-roots  organization.  I  have  at  least 
not  noticed  that  he  has  championed  them.  The  smaller, 
functional  group  need  not  necessarily  operate  on  the  prin¬ 
ciples  of  mob  psychology;  it  can  be  used  as  a  scientific  work¬ 
shop  to  test  and  develop  the  contributions  of  individuals. 
It  can  test  the  preferability  of  suggested  expanded  or 
altered  interests;  it  can  determine  how  satisfactory  one 
value  is  as  against  another;  it  can  mediate  between  interests 
by  developing  new,  better  interests  more  satisfactory  to  all 
parties  and  not  representing  sacrifice  by  any  party.32 

It  is  easy  to  see  why  Niebuhr  may  have  failed  to  consider 
these  possibilities.  He  thinks  in  terms  of  sacrifice,  not  in 
terms  of  sharpening  interests  and  developing  new  ones,  not 
in  terms  of  changing  ends  along  with  the  means.  Reasons 
for  the  failure,  besides  those  discussed  immediately  above, 
are  many:  dealing  with  generalities  and  general  forces  it  is 
difficult  to  descend  to  concretions;  emphasizing  the  impos¬ 
sible  it  is  difficult  to  see  the  possible;  being  firstly  theo¬ 
logian  Niebuhr  is  concerned  more  for  religion  than  for 
man-on-earth.  But  the  central  reason  is  traceable  to  what 
was  said  in  the  last  chapter:  Niebuhr’s  social  relativism  does 
not  envisage  a  social  science.  Indeed  when  it  permits 
Niebuhr  to  despair  of  the  possibilities  of  objectivity 33  (be¬ 
cause  of  hybris,  of  course)  it  displays  a  misunderstanding 
of  the  process  of  social  science  as  contrasted  with  physical 
science.  “  Objectivity  ”  is  neither  needed  nor  desirable. 
Wants,  desires,  or  interests  are  “  subjective  ”  and  the  de¬ 
termination  of  a  satisfactory  resolution  of  conflicts  between 
them,  or  the  determination  of  more  satisfactory  wants,  de¬ 
sires,  interests  must  likewise  be  “  subjective.”  34 

Niebuhr’s  pre-emptory  condemnation  of  groups  contains 
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the  further  disadvantage  of  obscuring  the  action  of  broader, 
more  inclusive  groups.  In  particular,  the  political  party 
in  the  United  States,  while  it  may  pursue  interests  of  its 
own,  is  much  more  remarkable  for  its  mediative  action  be¬ 
tween  the  interests  of  sub-groups.  And,  by  the  way,  let’s 
not  forget  the  vital  part  egoism  or  self-interest  plays  in  the 
democratic  running  of  the  American  party  system  —  it’s 
called  “  office-seeking.”  The  function  of  a  group  is  to  ar¬ 
bitrate  (or  better,  to  mediate)  between  the  interests  of  its 
members  (or  its  member  groups)  as  well  as  to  represent 
their  interest.35 

The  neo-orthodox  individual-group  relationship  par¬ 
takes,  as  might  be  expected,  of  the  dialectical  (or  paradoxi¬ 
cal)  quality  so  prevalent  in  the  rest  of  neo-orthodoxy.  On 
the  one  hand,  man  is  a  political  animal.  His  greatest 
achievements  are  dependent  on  the  group.  The  develop¬ 
ment  of  his  capacities  is  the  end  of  society  and  cannot  be 
accomplished  aside  from  society.  On  the  other  hand,  essen¬ 
tial  man  transcends  society  and  is  fulfilled  beyond  history. 
The  one  hand,  however,  is  not  reduced  to  nought  by  the 
transcendent  supernatural  importance  of  the  other.  They 
are  dialectically  clasped. 

Society,  or  the  state,  is  thus  partly  individualistic  and 
partly  corporative.  (It  is  corporate  “  under  the  criticism 
of  ”  individualism,  we  might  say.)  Strictly  speaking, 
Niebuhr’s  individual  is  not  the  basic  political  unit  as  is  the 
individual  of  the  liberal  philosophers.  Conversely,  the 
functional  group  presently  epitomized  in  Communist  cells 
is  not  an  acceptable  lowest  denominator  for  Niebuhr’s 
political  purposes.  The  group  needs  the  penetrating  in¬ 
sights  of  disinterested,  prophetic  individuals.36 

The  group-individual  relationship  envisaged  by  Niebuhr 
is  superficially  very  similar  to  the  instrumentalist  picture. 
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For  both  it  is  a  two-way  affair.  For  both  it  is  an  interde¬ 
pendence.  The  group  is  indispensable  to  the  individual, 
and  without  the  creative  individual  the  group  becomes  stag¬ 
nant.  Indeed  both  Niebuhr  and  Dewey  refer  to  “  organic  ” 
society.  However,  the  similarity  is  external;  Niebuhr’s 
intimate  man-group  relation  is  organic  only  by  the  grace 
of  his  dialectic.  The  individual  contributes  to  the  group 
by  standing  against  it.  Prophetic  criticism  is  truth  inde¬ 
pendently  (and  supernaturally)  arrived  at  and  then 
launched  at  the  group  from  the  member’s  transcendence 
over  it.  Such  a  dialectic  approach  is  a  way  of  avoiding  both 
extremes  by  accepting  both.  Its  final  product  is  not  a 
genuine  organism.  The  member  is  not  so  much  identical 
with  as  attached  to  his  collective;  his  contribution  to  society 
is  impinged  upon  and  not  ratified  by  the  collective. 

Society  is  immoral,  man  moral  in  comparison.  By  what 
standards  —  those  of  the  individual  or  of  the  society? 
Clearly  this  strange  discordance  means  that  the  standards 
of  the  two  are  not  in  tune.  And  tuning  the  individual  to 
an  unearthly  norm  outside  the  range  of  societal  ears  will 
never  foster  an  organic,  transactive  individual-group  rela¬ 
tionship.  In  final  analysis,  the  transcendental  overtones 
of  Niebuhr’s  philosophy  mask  his  insistence  upon  “  or¬ 
ganic  ”  society.  The  dialectic  falters.  Perhaps  indeed  it 
is  as  operationally  impossible  as  is  the  simultaneous  utter¬ 
ance  by  one  voice  of  the  advocated  opposites.  Man  is  in 
the  end  saved  as  an  individual.  Though  the  sins  of  the 
father  are  visited  on  the  children  unto  the  third  and  fourth 
generation,  even  neo-orthodox  Protestantism  will  not  re¬ 
treat  from  the  priesthood  of  all  believers  far  enough  to 
permit  sin  to  be  treated  as  a  problem  of  organic  society. 
As  a  prophet  himself,  Niebuhr  is  constitutionally  indi¬ 
vidualistic. 
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INTRACTABLE  POWER 

As  previously  suggested,  Niebuhr  is  disturbed  by  the 
“  mechanical  ”  character  of  our  culture,  which  prevents 
the  healthy  existence  of  organic  groups.  He  has  observed 
the  consequences  of  industrialism,  and  he  has  judged  them 
to  be  bad.  He  has  noticed  the  helplessness,  the  anxiety,  the 
purposelessness  of  individual  men  among  the  mammoth 
economic  forms,  the  impersonal  structures,  and  the  inexor¬ 
able  machinery  of  present  society.  His  complaint  is  that 
through  mechanism  society  has  lost  the  moral  forces  which 
hold  men  serenely  together  in  organic  groups.37 

Niebuhr  realizes  that  a  scientific-industrial  revolution 
has  taken  place  since  the  Middle  Ages.  But  he  does  not 
understand  that  since  this  was  a  revolution  in  culture  it 
was  also  necessarily  a  revolution  in  human  nature.  He  does 
not  see  that  the  new  mechanism  is  an  important  factor  in 
the  changed  nature  of  man.  Instead  he  reads  eternal  traits 
of  human  nature  out  of  the  present  mechanism-loaded 
situation  —  and  it  spells  power. 

Attendant  upon  the  breakdown  of  the  medieval  organic 
group,  of  medieval  unity  —  attendant  upon  the  disintegra¬ 
tion,  under  the  impact  of  the  revolution  of  science,  of  cus¬ 
toms  no  longer  identical  with  or  supporting  moral  bonds 
that  for  a  long  time  held  men  in  social  groups  —  there 
came  about  a  fundamental  change  in  the  nature  of  man. 
As  a  combined  result  of  these  changes,  power,  when  ap¬ 
plied  in  old  ways,  became  no  longer  effective  in  the  new 
fluid  society.  Power,  which  could  formerly  be  fairly  easily 
and  effectively  wielded  because  it  was  applied  within  and 
in  conformance  with  an  established  and  living  system  of 
customs,  became  coercive,  no  longer  customarily  accept¬ 
able,  no  longer  applicable  in  a  way  that  was  felt  to  be  just, 
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no  longer  effective.38  Effective  (i.e.,  non-coercive)  power 
tended  to  be  found  only  in  individual  and  not  in  social  re¬ 
lationships. 

Society  today  has  indeed  a  mechanical  in  place  of  the 
earlier  organic  character:  the  growth  of  economic  interde¬ 
pendence  has  required  some  sort  of  organization.  Society 
is  still  fluid;  organic  social  customs  have  not  crystallized. 
It  is  difficult  to  agree  with  Niebuhr  that  the  mechanical 
character  of  civilization  “  weakens  ”  organic  relations. 
Mechanism  may  tend  to  prevent  the  regrowth  of  organic 
relations;  it  does  not  “  weaken  ”  something  already  de¬ 
stroyed.  On  the  other  hand,  Niebuhr  seems  very  correctly 
to  have  observed  that  the  mechanics  of  contemporary  civili¬ 
zation  hide  the  fact  that  human  relations  “  are  actually  the 
product,  not  of  mind  and  conscience  but  of  power  and 
impulse.” 39  But  when  it  is  remembered  that  Niebuhr  is 
addicted  to  the  eternal  “  are,”  not  to  the  14  are  ”  of  the 
present  tense,  his  opinion  is  seen  to  be  far  from  accurate. 
He  really  thinks  that  mechanism  is  a  force  destructive  of 
organic  society.  He  actually  believes  that  power  (and  he 
understands  only  coercive  power)  is  an  eternal  factor  in 
human  relationships. 

For  Niebuhr  there  are  really  three  moral  laws:  the  law 
of  love  or  brotherhood,  and  two  natural  laws,  one  universal, 
arrived  at  by  reason  —  an  individual  ethic  —  equal  justice, 
and  one  more  relative,  arrived  at  in  each  community  as  a 
product  of  the  social  mind.  This  third  law  is  political  in 
that  it  necessarily  represents  compromise  between  reason 
and  the  arbitrary  impulses  within  the  nation.  It  is  the 
product  of  power  balanced  against  power  as  well  as  of  ra¬ 
tional  arbitration  of  conflicting  rights.40  Universal  natural 
law  emerges  with  a  logical  approximation  of  the  law  of 
love,  equally  affirming  all  conflicting  claims.  Relative  nat- 
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ural  law,  recognizing  that  love  and  reason  will  not  resolve 
conflicts  made  terrible  by  man’s  sin,  pits  power  against 
power  in  the  interest  of  tentative  solutions. 

Within  the  state  men  are  constantly  jockeying  for  posi¬ 
tion  and  power.  An  impartial  community  would  place 
fences  and  boundaries  around  all  men  alike.  But  the  com¬ 
munity  is  made  up  from  within,  not  imposed  from  with¬ 
out.  The  justice  of  the  community  becomes  the  interest 
of  the  stronger,  the  interest  of  whatever  group  is  powerful 
enough  to  become  the  dominant  element  in  society.  Rules 
of  justice  become  rationalizations  of  the  interests  of  the 
ruling  oligarchy,  the  group  in  power. 

On  the  whole,  power  falls  in  with  the  differentiation  of 
social  function.  Political  power  is  a  derivative  of  ability 
to  manipulate  other  forms  of  social  power  for  the  purpose 
of  organizing  and  dominating  the  community.  Soldiers 
have  depended  primarily  on  physical  power,  priests  on 
“  soul-force,”  industrialists  on  economic  power,  and  all 
have  relied  on  the  power  of  reason  —  so  easily  corrupted  to 
egoistic  ends.  All  must  likewise  rely  on  a  certain  minimum 
of  physical  force  and  of  spiritual  force. 

The  most  natural  way  for  man  to  assert  himself  and  ex¬ 
pand  his  being  is  through  the  acquisition  of  possessions. 
“  Where  your  treasure  is  there  will  your  heart  be  also.” 
Of  all  kinds  of  power  the  most  potent  is  economic  —  the 
precise  power  that  organizes  democratic  states.  A  tribute 
to  its  strength  may  be  extracted  from  its  ability  to  rule 
despite  its  concessions  of  suffrage  and  education.  Within 
economic  power,  however,  are  the  seeds  of  capitalism’s 
doom.  Economic  power  is  not  only  a  derivative  of  prop¬ 
erty  as  Marxists  contend;  the  control  and  manipulation  of 
economic  process  is  power  as  well.  Though  minimal,  it 
gives  the  proletariat  a  bludgeon  to  wield.41 
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Power  always  corrupts.  A  man  or  group  in  power  in 
a  nation  has  an  almost  invariable  tendency  to  arrogate  to 
itself  still  greater  dominance  and  control.  But  once  an  in¬ 
dividual,  group,  or  nation  has  attained  power  it  finds  itself 
in  a  vicious  circle.  Its  attainment  places  it  on  a  perilous 
peak  of  eminence  exposed  to  even  greater  dangers  than  it 
feared  before.  In  attempting  to  overcome  insecurity 
through  power,  it  has  extended  it  by  power.42  Rather 
than  lose  what  it  has  gained,  it  endeavors  to  make  it  secure 
by  more  and  more  power.43  Power  is  never  given  up  with¬ 
out  a  struggle  or  for  humanistic  motives.  Power  never 
abdicates;  it  is  only  forced  out.44 

While  power  is  essential  for  the  sake  of  creating  or 
maintaining  any  social  cohesion  necessary  to  preserve  peace 
within  the  community,  power  is  inimical  to  justice  —  equal 
justice.  Any  ruling  group,  whether  soldier,  priest,  in¬ 
dustrialist,  or  technician,  attempts  to  perpetuate  inordi¬ 
nate  privileges  over  and  above  those  requisite  for  the  per¬ 
formance  of  social  function.  Correspondingly  it  limits  the 
freedom  of  others. 

To  obtain  obedience  with  the  least  outward  use  of 
physical  force,  the  ruling  class  pretends  that  its  interests 
are  identical  with  those  of  the  nation.45  It  tries  to  enhance 
the  religious  overtone  common  to  all  political  loyalties. 
It  fashions  what  fictions  it  can  to  secure  acceptance  of  what 
Niebuhr  calls  natural  religion  ”  —  the  pretensions  of 
human  institutions  to  unconditioned  and  divine  claims.46 
Without  the  respect  derived  from  natural  religion,  gov¬ 
ernment  finds  itself  in  a  vicious  circle  of  trying  to  replace 
implicit  consent  by  fear  and  force  the  more  it  loses  respect 
and  loyalty.  .  .  .  mutual  respect  for  each  other's  rights 
in  particular  communities  is  older  than  any  code  of  law; 
and  .  .  .  machinery  for  the  enforcement  of  law  can  be 
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efficacious  only  when  a  community  as  a  whole  obeys  its 
laws  implicitly,  so  that  coercive  enforcement  may  be 
limited  to  a  recalcitrant  minority/*  47 

Accordingly  each  nation  sets  up  symbols  of  divinity  to 
aid  the  imagination  of  individuals  to  envisage  the  national 
community.  The  logical  symbol  for  this  purpose  is  a 
ruler;  the  most  effective  is  a  ruler  who  has  lost  all  control, 
all  actual  power,  so  that  he  can  be  divorced  from  the  ruling 
oligarchy  and  represent  the  pure  majesty  of  the  state.  The 
effectiveness  of  this  symbol  is  attested  to  by  the  prolonged 
cohesion  of  the  British  Empire  despite  rational  attacks  on 
the  monarchy. 

Britain  has  her  queen,  Japan  has  an  emperor  (only  dif¬ 
fering  from  the  British  monarch  in  that  he  is  manipulated 
by  a  different  oligarchy) .  In  America  the  same  is  achieved 
by  a  religious  reverence  for  the  Constitution  and  the  Su¬ 
preme  Court;  and  in  Russia  the  dictator  receives  the 
requisite  reverence.  44  Natural  religion  .  .  .  finds  a  God 
who  is  majestic,  but  not  majestic  enough  to  threaten  hu¬ 
man  self-esteem/* 48 

Besides  majesty  and  force  a  recent  addition  to  motivation 
for  obedience  is  the  factor  of  rational  consent.  Niebuhr 
dismisses  this  factor  as  of  only  secondary  importance:  44  The 
giving  and  withholding  of  rational  consent  may  make  and 
unmake  particular  governments  within  a  given  state,  but 
it  will  hardly  destroy  the  state  and  create  a  new  state  struc¬ 
ture.**  49 

Of  course  natural  religion  is  not  created  by  the  ruling 
oligarchy,  nor  is  a  particular  national  symbol  always  con¬ 
sciously  created.  Furthermore  the  symbol  may  carry  over, 
from  one  historical  epoch  to  another,  something  of  the 
system  wherein  it  first  emerged.  Constitutional  monarchy 
carries  over,  on  its  monarchical  side,  taints  of  feudalism. 
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though  its  majesty  is  manipulated  for  purposes  of  the  capi¬ 
talistic  oligarchy.50  Likewise  we  may  presume  (though 
Niebuhr  does  not  mention  it)  that  the  American  Constitu¬ 
tion  or  the  British  Parliament,  carried  over  into  a  socialist 
state,  would  bring  with  it  some  remnants  of  capitalism. 

Cohesion  may  also  be  attained  —  and  the  attempt  is  al¬ 
ways  made  —  by  claiming  general,  universal  objectives  for 
the  nation,  such  as  “  civilization,”  “  culture.”  And  con¬ 
versely,  “  no  nation  defends  ‘  civilization  ’  or  ‘  truth  ’  or 
justice  unless  there  is  some  coincidence  between  those 
values  and  its  own  national  self-interest.”  51  Particularly 
useful  in  time  of  war,  these  claims  at  any  time  illustrate  to 
the  mere  individual  the  immensity,  the  worth,  the  goodness 
of  his  country.  Idealism  used  in  this  way  serves  to  confuse 
the  real  issues,  which  are  mostly  group  struggles  for  power 
or  privilege,  intra-  or  inter  nationally.52  In  short,  privi¬ 
leged  classes  are  self-deceptive  and  hypocritical.  They  try 
to  prove  that  their  privileged  position  serves  the  general 
interest,  that  their  privileges  are  payment  for  services 
rendered  to  the  general  public.58 

There  are  other  dangers  in  cohesion  besides  the  injus¬ 
tices  it  perpetrates  within  the  nation.  Cohesion  is  an  in¬ 
dication  of  strength  and  it  tempts  to  pride.  It  is  only  the 
highly  cohesive  nations  which  form  threats  to  peace  among 
states.54  The  highly  cohesive  nation,  secure  at  home  with 
internal  harmony,  can  allow  its  imagination  broader  hori¬ 
zons  and  can  imperialistically  look  across  its  borders.  It 
is  jealous  of  its  ideals,  hypersensitive,  and  vengeful.  As 
with  mature  adults,  so  with  mature  nations.  Blessed  with 
a  long  memory,  they  alone  are  prompted  to  a  stubborn 
vindictiveness.  Only  highly  cultured  nations  like  Ger¬ 
many  and  France  allow  the  accumulated  resentments  of  the 
centuries  to  determine  their  present  policies.”  55 
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Niebuhr  thinks  it  is  possible  —  though  very  difficult  — 
to  approximate  politically  the  ideal  of  equality.  Nearness 
of  approach  depends  on  two  principles  of  communal  life: 
(1)  organization  of  power  —  power  to  coerce  and  organize 
government;  and  (2)  balance  of  power.  Here  again  loom 
Scylla  and  Charybdis.  The  first  principle  may  expand  to 
tyranny;  the  second  may  degenerate  to  anarchy.  Each 
may  become  a  contradiction  to  equal  justice;  and  too  great 
a  fear  of  the  one  may  lead  to  the  perils  of  the  other.  Yet 
there  is  no  strictly  middle  ground.  Man  finds  himself  in 
the  throes  of  another  perfect  paradox.56 

The  principle  of  organization  of  power  is  affirmed  in  the 
Christian  doctrine  of  divine  ordinance  of  government.  It 
is  a  principle  of  justice  in  so  far  as  it  manipulates  the  vari¬ 
ous  forces  and  impulses  of  the  community  and  organizes 
them  into  a  unity  preventing  tensions  from  erupting  into 
overt  conflict;  preventing  capricious  disproportions  of 
power  from  springing  up,  disjointing  things,  and  institut¬ 
ing  tyrannies;  and  shifting  disproportions  of  power  when¬ 
ever  they  make  for  injustice.57  Government  must  have 
conscious  control;  it  must  consciously  manage  its  balancing 
act  to  prevent  disruptions.  It  should  be  as  impartial  as 
possible  and  it  must  have  the  preponderant  power  neces¬ 
sary  to  coerce  submission  whenever  its  process  of  arbitra¬ 
tion  fails  to  hold  down  rising  conflict,  and  tensions  overtly 
erupt.58 

The  principle  of  organizing  power  contradicts  the  law 
of  love  and  leads  to  injustice  when  government  becomes 
over-enthusiastic  about  establishing  order,  when  it  tries  to 
destroy  the  freedom  and  vitality  of  subordinate  elements 
of  the  community  in  the  name  of  “  order,”  when  it  begins 
to  consider  itself  order  incarnate  and  suppresses  all  rebel¬ 
lion  against  its  authority  as  revolt  against  order  per  se.59 
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If  a  proper  balance  of  power  is  achieved  it  is  possible  to 
approach  the  ideal  of  justice.  Since  it  results  in  tension, 
which  is  covert  and  potential  conflict,  it  can  only  be  an 
approximation.  If  driven  to  extremes,  it  degenerates  into 
pure  individualism,  anarchy,  in  which  love  and  brother¬ 
hood  are  destroyed  even  more  than  is  equal  justice.  The 
principle  of  balance  of  power  takes  cognizance  of  the  fact 
that  struggle  between  groups  in  a  nation  cannot  be  resolved 
by  dissolving  them. 

Unfortunately  a  formula  for  the  balance  and  organiza¬ 
tion  of  power  promises  little  practical  value  to  the  poli¬ 
tician  or  statesman  unless  a  scale  is  provided  for  the 
measurement  of  power  and  unless  power  is  defined  as  a 
measurable  quantity.  In  the  absence  of  a  scale  or  a  defini¬ 
tion  —  and  Niebuhr  does  not  provide  either  —  how  is  the 
statesman  to  know,  except  on  the  basis  of  intuitive  sub¬ 
jective  certainty,  when  the  optimum  combination  of  bal¬ 
ance  and  organization  has  been  achieved?  Must  he  rely  on 
genius  alone? 

Take  for  example  the  delicate  question  of  separation  of 
church  and  state.  Religious  sects  and  churches  are  groups, 
and  as  such,  in  Niebuhr's  way  of  thought,  partake  of  the 
arch-sinfulness  common  to  all  human  collectives.  If  any¬ 
thing  their  susceptibility  to  hybris  could  be  expected  to  be 
greater  than  that  of  other  groups,  for  to  their  greater  po¬ 
tentiality  for  good  adheres  a  greater  temptation  to  evil. 
They  are  unquestionably  participants  in  the  eternal  power 
struggle,  relying  perhaps  chiefly  on  soul-force  but  not  es¬ 
chewing  economic  or  other  power  resources  available  to 
them.  In  other  words  they  are  elements,  weighty  elements, 
in  the  political  balance  of  power.  And  their  proper  dis¬ 
position  in  the  balance  is  essential  to  the  achievement  of  a 
tolerable  degree  of  justice. 
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How  then  should  the  “  organizing  power  ”  treat  them  in 
the  interest  of  justice,  freedom,  and  order?  Should  it  ally 
itself  with  one  of  them  or  some  of  them  or  all?  Or  should 
it  try  to  assign  them  positions  in  the  balance  completely 
apart  from  governmental  favor? 

Traditionally  the  United  States,  anxious  to  avoid  the 
blood  baths,  persecutions,  and  injustices  that  have  attended 
the  mixture  of  religious  strife  with  governmental  control 
in  Europe,  has  insisted  on  a  separation  of  church  and 
state.  America's  historical  decision  was  that  the  proper 
balance  was  to  be  obtained  (or  retained)  by  governmental 
alliance  with  or  support  of  none.  The  words  of  the  First 
Amendment  are,  of  course,  inadequate  —  as  any  words 
would  be  —  for  setting  a  strict  and  rigid  demarcation  be¬ 
tween  the  two  realms.  It  merely  says  that  “  Congress  shall 
make  no  law  respecting  an  establishment  of  religion,  or 
prohibiting  the  free  exercise  thereof.”  And  so  it  was  left 
to  the  Supreme  Court  gradually  to  define  the  line  of  separa¬ 
tion  by  interpreting  the  Constitution  through  case  by  case 
settlement  of  specific  controversies. 

The  Supreme  Court  decision  in  the  1948  McCollum 
case,60  continuing  with  the  attempt  to  find  the  proper  de¬ 
gree  of  separation,  defined  the  line  too  rigidly  for  the  taste 
of  some  of  the  interested  parties.  By  deciding  that  the  use 
of  public  classrooms  for  released-time  religious  training 
violated  the  First  Amendment,  the  Court  set  the  degree  of 
separation  so  close  to  the  absolute  as  to  evoke  a  cry  of  pro¬ 
test  from  Niebuhr.  “  We  ought  not,”  he  warned,  “  to 
prejudge  [the  issue  of  state  support  of  religion]  in  the  name 
of  a  principle  of  ‘  separation  of  church  and  state  ’  which  in 
exact  constitutional  terms  goes  no  further  than  the  prohibi¬ 
tion  of  the  establishment  of  one  religion  and  the  suppres¬ 
sion  of  others.”  61  “  It  is  not  at  all  clear  that  [the  constitu- 
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tional  fathers]  sought  to  prevent  the  state's  support  of 
religion  absolutely,  provided  such  support  could  be  given 
equitably  to  all  religious  groups.  Whether  that  should 
be  done  is  a  question  of  policy  upon  which  we  may  have 
different  opinions."  62 

Niebuhr’s  opinion  is  that  all  sects  should  enjoy  state  sup¬ 
port  for  selected  purposes,  or,  in  the  language  of  Agnes 
Meyer,  “  that  monogamy  between  Church  and  State  is  il¬ 
legitimate,  while  a  polygamous  marriage  between  them 
might  be  not  only  legitimate  but  desirable."  63  His  ver¬ 
sion  is  typically  paradoxical:  “  Institutions  of  religion 
should  be  politically  powerless,  if  the  true  principles  of 
our  religion  are  to  achieve  political  influence."  But  on  the 
other  hand,  “  an  absolutely  rigorous  separation  of  church 
and  state  [means]  the  secularization  of  the  community."  64 

Surely  Niebuhr  realizes  that  “  equitable  "  support  to 
the  256-odd  sects  in  the  United  States  is  fantastically  im¬ 
possible  and  that  any  state  support  contributes  to  the  po¬ 
litical  power  of  religious  institutions  —  unequally  at  that. 
For  one  thing  Catholic  power  would  not  permit  “  equi¬ 
table  "  distribution  of  governmental  favor.  Yet  Niebuhr 
glibly  falsifies  history  without  any  attempt  at  evidence,  in 
order  to  bolster  his  position.  Contemporary  historians 
have  clearly  demonstrated  that,  in  the  intent  of  the  consti¬ 
tutional  fathers,  the  First  Amendment  was  meant  to  pre¬ 
vent  support  to  any  or  all  religious  sects.65  The  intentions 
of  the  constitutional  fathers  are,  of  course,  not  nearly  so 
important  as  present-day  considerations  when  it  comes  to 
present-day  problems:  our  situation  may  be  quite  different 
from  theirs.  What  they  said  does  not  indisputably  prove 
the  wisdom  of  a  policy  for  today.  On  the  other  hand,  such 
a  semi-deliberate  historical  error  on  Niebuhr's  part  shows 
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a  revealing  lack  of  concern  for  facts  and  for  historical 
accuracy. 

Apparently,  by  so  irrationally  insisting  upon  “  equita¬ 
ble  ”  support  to  all  American  sects  and  by  thus  sanction¬ 
ing  the  bestowal  of  political  power  on  religious  institu¬ 
tions,  Niebuhr  has  made  the  fateful  decision  that  “  the  true 
principles  of  our  religion  ”  must  be  sacrificed  to  the  over¬ 
riding  fight  against  “  secularism/’  He  has  decided  that 
the  second  part  of  his  paradoxical  statement  of  the  general 
situation  outweighs  the  first:  he  is  willing  to  ignore  the 
balance-of-power  aspect  of  this  important  political  problem 
in  order  to  take  arms  against  a  sea  of  secularism  which  he 
believes  threatens  to  swamp  our  culture  with  technology. 

Even  in  pointing  out  that  “  some  very  healthy  democra¬ 
cies  ”  in  Europe  do  not  observe  the  principle  of  an  “  ‘  ab¬ 
solute  wall  of  separation  ’  ”  between  church  and  state,66 
Niebuhr  does  not  rise  above  the  level  of  expedience.  The 
over-all  fact  of  the  situation  in  European  countries  may  be 
persuasive  in  an  argument  on  the  propaganda  level.  If  the 
wisdom  of  the  American  decision  is  to  rest  upon  a  careful 
balance-of-power  analysis,  however,  we  must  look  for  more 
evidence  than  a  barren  comparison.  What  are  the  ele¬ 
ments  of  power  in  these  various  European  nations?  How 
are  they  balanced?  Just  how  do  the  state-aided  religious 
institutions  fit  into  the  balance?  And  then  how  do  these 
conditions  relate  to  the  particular  American  balance  of 
power?  Can  we  decide  that  they  are  sufficiently  similar  to 
American  conditions  for  us  to  import  a  European  solution 
to  our  problem  on  their  authority?  We  do  not  adopt  the 
British  cabinet  system  in  the  United  States  because  we  do 
not  feel  that  it  would  fit  the  needs  of  the  American  situa¬ 
tion.  Is  their  church-aid  system  in  a  different  category? 
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Can  we  even  decide,  on  the  basis  of  our  present  knowledge, 
whether  Norwegian  experience  in  balancing  power,  for 
example,  bears  more  fruitful  comparison  to  the  experience 
of  the  United  States  than  to  the  experience  of  a  state  within 
the  United  States?  These  are  some  of  the  questions  we 
vainly  expect  Niebuhr  to  tackle.  We  expect  him  to  apply 
his  theory  of  power  in  government  to  this  particular  argu¬ 
ment  of  the  church-and-state  problem.  Clearly  he  feels 
that  he,  at  least,  is  able  to  resolve  the  problem  without  a 
laborious  balancing  of  evidence. 

No  consideration  of  the  church-and-state  question  or 
of  religious  institutions  in  power  politics  can  honestly 
avoid  an  evaluation  of  the  threat  and  the  power  of  the  Cath¬ 
olic  Church.  Niebuhr  is  aware  of  the  pretenses,  the  au¬ 
thoritarianism,  and  the  political  and  social  evils  attribut¬ 
able  to  the  Church,  and  he  has  voiced  his  criticism  on  many 
occasions.  But  he  apparently  has  no  fear  of  augmenting  its 
power  through  “  equitable  **  state  support.  Impressed 
with  the  democratic  spirit  of  American  lay  Catholics,  he 
views  power-politics  Catholicism  as  different  in  different 
countries.  “  Catholicism/*  he  maintains,  44  is  at  its  least 
impressive  in  feudal-agrarian  societies,  where  it  frequently 
seeks  desperately  to  hold  onto  special  powers  and  privileges 
which  were  essential  in  the  Middle  Ages  but  are  so  no 
longer.  Catholicism  is  most  creative  in  highly  developed 
industrial  communities.”  67  44  Catholicism  naturally  has  a 
greater  unity  of  discipline  than  other  religious  communi¬ 
ties.  But  it  has  the  freedom  to  relate  itself  to  various  na¬ 
tional  situations.  It  also  has  many  moral  and  spiritual 
resources  which  can  act  creatively  in  a  free  and  responsible 
society.”  68  44  We  fail  to  appreciate  the  genuine  grace  of 
personal  religion  within  this  system  of  official  intoler¬ 
ance/*  69 
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Of  course  there  is  something  to  be  said  for  Catholicism. 
But  we  must  ask  for  evidence  —  which  Niebuhr  nowhere 
provides  —  before  swallowing  the  story  that  Catholicism 
is  of  two  sorts,  before  accepting  the  implication  that  be¬ 
cause  special  powers  and  privileges  are  no  longer  essential 
to  Catholicism  (and  it  is  doubtful  that  they  ever  truly 
were)  it  has  seriously  repressed  its  will  to  power  for  par¬ 
ticipation  in  industrial  society.  Considering  the  fact  that 
democracy  has  not  yet  grown  to  flourish  in  Catholic-domi¬ 
nated  countries,  we  must  be  forgiven  our  skepticism,  in 
absence  of  evidence,  of  the  suggestion  that  the  Church  has 
become  creative  in  democracy  once  established.  To  argue 
from  Catholic  parties  in  Europe  or  from  unions  in  Amer¬ 
ican  cities  which  are  predominantly  Catholic 70  is  a  dan¬ 
gerous  procedure  unless  the  argument  is  accompanied  by 
careful  analysis.  Is  it  the  Catholic  influence  that  has  con¬ 
tributed  the  creativity  of  these  organizations,  or  is  it  the 
ethos  of  democracy  (also  informing  the  members  of  these 
organizations) ,  or  economic  factors,  or  a  combination  of 
many  circumstances?  To  make  a  valid  decision  on  such 
matters,  more  is  required  than  bland  assertions.  And  there 
is  much  evidence  to  be  considered.  The  Italian  and 
French  postwar  Catholic  parties,  for  example,  were  catch¬ 
alls  for  rightists  whose  discredited  parties  had  been  dis¬ 
solved.  How  much  of  their  policy  was  Catholic?  Besides 
we  should  take  a  searching  look  at  the  theory  of  Catholic 
pluralism  71  currently  being  pushed  —  chiefly  by  the  Vati¬ 
can  but  also  by  elements  within  these  parties.  Are  we  sure 
that  its  implications  are,  in  the  end,  democratic  rather  than 
feudal?  Niebuhr  shows  no  evidence  of  having  made  such 
a  careful  analysis. 

As  part  of  his  minimizing  of  the  power  position  of 
Catholicism,  Niebuhr  disparages  the  idea  that  Catholicism, 
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being  an  authoritarian  religion,  is  necessarily  hostile  to 
democracy.72  Evidently  in  his  view  authoritarianism  in 
habits  or  thinking  need  not  transfer  from  religion  to  poli¬ 
tics  —  at  least  in  industrial  societies.  Of  course  there  are 
innumerable  instances  where  we  hold  logically  and/or 
practically  contradictory  habits,  tendencies,  emotions,  de¬ 
sires,  beliefs  at  one  and  the  same  time.  That  fact,  how¬ 
ever,  only  slightly  mitigates  the  more  general  tendency  for 
intolerance  in  one  activity,  for  example,  to  spill  over  into 
other  activities.  The  naivete  of  Niebuhr’s  view  becomes 
incredible  when  he  inconsistently  announces  an  “  affinity 
between  religious  individualism  and  .  .  .  political  indi¬ 
vidualism.”  73  Can  it  be  that  individualism  translates  from 
religion  into  politics  but  authoritarianism  does  not? 

We  may  put  our  faith  in  the  layman  and  emphasize  the 
distinction  between  him  and  his  more  militant  clergy.  Yet 
his  heritage  from  the  Church  must  remain  a  worry  and  we 
must  ponder  the  warning  of  another  commentator:  “  When 
the  hierarchy  in  any  authoritarian  system  finds  itself  in  a 
position  of  power,  then  its  ‘  liberal  *  laymen  always  ac¬ 
quiesce  in  that  authority.  Was  it  not  true  that  the  Amer¬ 
icans  always  liked  the  individual  German  layman  under 
the  Nazi  system  and  the  individual  layman  under  the  Jap¬ 
anese  military  system?  Yet  in  a  showdown  this  layman 
obeyed  the  authority  of  his  hierarchy  —  and  this  is  what 
we  may  expect  in  ecclesiastical  totalitarianism  as  well  as 
in  political  totalitarianism.”  74 

Niebuhr’s  attitude  is  influenced  by  two  things:  (1)  his 
happiness  that  because  “  Catholicism  has  always  believed 
that  ‘  the  state  has  the  moral  authority  to  control  economic 
life,’  ”  it  in  a  sense  "  has  never  capitulated  to  pure  capi¬ 
talism  ”  76  (as  if  there  ever  were  such  a  thing  as  “  pure  ” 
capitalism) ;  and  (2)  his  eagerness  for  the  spiritual  rein- 
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forcements  of  Catholicism’s  “  genuine  grace  of  personal  re¬ 
ligion  ”  as  a  counteragent  to  the  “  secularization  ”  of  the 
state.  Indeed,  his  whole  attitude  toward  the  Catholic 
Church  sounds  strangely  like  an  apology  for  vested  in¬ 
terests  in  exchange  for  an  anti-secular  ally.  Inordinately 
frightened  by  the  technical  and  mechanical  aspects  of  our 
culture,  Niebuhr  has  forgotten  the  tremendous  contribu¬ 
tions  of  "  secularism  ”  to  civic  and  religious  freedom.76 

Niebuhr’s  confused  stand  on  the  balance-of-power  issue 
of  state  aid  to  religious  institutions  indicates  the  weakness 
of  his  formula  for  power  in  government  as  applied  to  par¬ 
ticular  issues.  Here  it  appears  that  his  doctrine  of  the 
balance  and  organization  of  power  has  had  little  direct  in¬ 
fluence  over  his  prescription  for  action.  His  solution  to 
the  church-and-state  problem  derives  almost  entirely  from 
other  considerations  —  considerations  of  therapy  for  a 
“  secular  ”  culture.  And  where  careful  weighing  of  the 
power  situation  would  seem  to  be  most  appropriate  —  in 
connection  with  the  hybris  of  religious  institutions  —  his 
treatment  of  power  is  no  more  adequate,  penetrating,  co¬ 
herent,  or  reliable  than  the  wandering  musings  of  the  rest 
of  us.  This  despite  the  beauty  of  his  abstract  general  “  ex¬ 
planation  ”  of  how  to  mix  together  a  maximum  of  freedom 
and  order  to  attain  a  tolerable  justice.  For  lack  of  any  clear 
criteria  by  which  to  measure  instances  of  power,  for  lack 
of  an  operative  abstract  concept  of  power,  he  is  led  to  rely 
upon  his  genius  alone. 

The  power  of  which  Niebuhr  speaks  is  clearly  non-func¬ 
tional;  it  does  not  lead  to  control  and  to  effectiveness.  It 
is,  on  the  contrary,  coercive,  corruptive,  and  inimical  to 
justice.  It  is  the  power  of  one  faction  against  another. 
True,  Niebuhr  adds  majesty  (natural  religion) ,  consent, 
and  the  claim  of  universal  objectives  as  elements  making  up 
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the  cohesion  of  states.  These,  however,  are  for  him  ac¬ 
complices  of  coercive  power.  Judged  by  absolute  stand¬ 
ards,  they  conspire  to  conceal  the  coercive  drive  of  the 
group  in  power  toward  its  own  selfish  interests  and  con¬ 
trary  to  equal  justice. 

The  balance  of  power  advocated  by  Niebuhr  shows  that 
coercive  power  is  a  permanent  aspect  of  society,  for,  if 
power  can  be  controlled  and  a  relative  justice  secured  only 
by  way  of  balance,  power  cannot  be  changed. 

If  coercive  power  were  recognized  as  an  evil  of  the  times 
instead  of  as  an  inevitable  evil,  Niebuhr  might  accept  the 
opportunity  to  consider  ways  of  minimizing  it  by  giving 
it  a  functional  direction;  he  would  be  unsatisfied  merely 
to  balance  it  out.  The  “  immorality  ”  of  the  group  and  the 
coercive  power  of  contemporary  life  are  the  outcome  of 
specifiable  historical  circumstances.  In  large  part  they  are 
due  to  a  failure  of  society  to  adjust  itself  to  the  fluid  condi¬ 
tions  extant  since  the  dissolution  of  medieval  unity. 

With  no  authority  to  replace  the  discredited  authority 
of  the  Church,  with  no  implicitly  accepted  organic  struc¬ 
ture  of  mores  within  the  framework  of  whose  authority  it 
could  sink  its  roots,  power  became  a  non-functional  use  of 
force.  The  scientific  revolution  has  so  fundamentally 
transformed  conditions  in  the  world  that  transactive  man 
can  no  longer  hope  to  find  a  static  authority  capable  of  giv¬ 
ing  him  the  much-needed  stability  and  direction  he  seeks. 
Change  has  become  so  much  the  order  of  the  day  that  when 
men  try  to  wield  power  in  the  old  way  they  find  they  can 
no  longer  anticipate  the  results.  Where  formerly  an  ex¬ 
ercise  of  power  could  fairly  effectively  achieve  its  pur¬ 
pose —  as  much  because  the  permissible  uses  of  power 
were  prescribed  as  because  methods  of  applying  it  were 
well  established  within  the  nexus  of  authority  —  there  is 
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now  tremendous  uncertainty  in  the  use  of  power.  In  other 
words  power  has  become  non-functional;  it  is  felt  to  be 
coercive.  People  do  not  feel  power  to  be  just,  and  so  they 
maintain  with  Lord  Acton  that  it  corrupts  and  with 
Niebuhr  that  the  only  thing  to  do  is  to  balance  one  corrup¬ 
tion  against  another. 

Meanwhile  the  mighty,  also  aware  that  their  power  is 
non-functional,  seek  to  make  it  effective  by  propaganda. 
In  desperation  they  try  to  create  an  authority  of  myth  and 
persuasion  in  the  context  of  which  their  exercise  of  power 
will  be  accepted  by  the  people  and  prove  functionally 
effective.  And  in  this  way  they  have  a  measure  of  tem¬ 
porary  success.  Not  in  the  long  run,  however  —  for  two 
reasons.  (1)  Propaganda-authorities  are  superficial  make¬ 
shifts,  too  shallow  for  the  great  leagues  in  depth  of  man-in¬ 
culture.  Men  have  memories.  (2)  Propaganda-authori¬ 
ties  must  be,  to  inspire  the  blind  obedience  they  seek, 
unconditional  claims  to  finality;  they  must  be  rigid  and 
uncompromising  —  characteristics  which  insure  their 
eventual  doom  within  a  fluid  culture.  Yet,  in  the  absence 
of  an  adequate  understanding  of  power,  these  same  super¬ 
ficial  authorities  are  reconstructed  upon  each  collapse,  in 
desperate  and  pathetic  hope  that  this  time  they  will  survive 
the  ravages  of  change. 

The  “  immorality  ”  that  Niebuhr  sees  in  society  is  largely 
a  result  of  the  fact  that  we  have  not  yet  successfully  ad¬ 
justed  our  institutions  to  accommodate  the  revolution  in 
science.  Evil  ( hybris ) ,  selfishness,  irresponsible  use  of 
power  are  more  apparent  today  because  morals  have  been 
treated  in  an  absolute  fashion  incommensurate  with  the 
changing  exigencies  of  the  total  situation.  The  dominant 
evils  of  the  day  are  not  the  product  of  sin  or  malice  or 
jealousy  but  of  stupidity,  inertia,  and  circumstance.  The 
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trouble  is  that  we  have  not  yet  done  enough  creative  think¬ 
ing  in  connection  with  this  central  problem.  We  have  not 
yet  caught  up  in  control  of  social  affairs  to  the  control  we 
have  effected  over  nature.  We  have  not  yet  taken  seriously 
the  possibilities  of  coping  with  the  coercive  manifestations 
of  power  and  the  bankruptcy  of  authority  by  way  of  de¬ 
liberate  development  of  more  adequate  and  satisfactory 
values  and  a  self-improving  authoritative  method. 

Such  possibilities  are  understandably  alien  to  Niebuhr’s 
trend  of  thought.  The  self-interest,  the  vested  interest,  the 
struggle  for  power  so  evident  in  contemporary  society  are 
embodied  in  hybris,  the  inevitable  sin-force  in  human  na¬ 
ture.  In  turn  sin-force  diffuses  through  man  and  through 
the  group  image  of  man  to  tarnish  the  coercive  power  of 
today  with  stains  of  inevitability. 

Niebuhr  has  succeeded  in  giving  a  remarkable  account 
of  the  contemporary  power  scene.  His  description  of  the 
vicious  circle  of  power  brilliantly  outlines  the  bankruptcy 
of  power  when,  under  conditions  of  fluid  society,  it  neces¬ 
sarily  becomes  coercive.  Unfortunately,  because  of  his 
vision  of  power  in  terms  of  the  absolute,  he  is  unable  to  see 
the  problem  of  coercive  power  as  it  really  is.  Indeed,  it  is 
not  a  true  problem  for  him  because  he  thinks  it  cannot  fi¬ 
nally  be  solved.  It  permits  only  of  transitory  balancing 
feats. 

He  does  not  understand  that  the  problem  is  to  find  a 
way  of  making  power  functional  in  a  fluid  society,  to  de¬ 
velop  a  method  whereby  power  can  again  be  effective  when 
applied  in  the  context  of  fluid  customs.  Power  is  an 
amalgam  of  the  desires  and  values  of  people.  By  each  of 
our  desires  or  values  we  participate  in  the  creation  of 
power.  Power  is  not  a  force  but  a  composite  field  or  struc¬ 
ture.  It  is  to  be  controlled  not  by  weighing  and  counter- 
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weighing  on  the  macroscopic  level,  but  by  reorganization 
of  desires  and  value  patterns.  Power  can  become  effective 
only  as  we  develop  methods  for  progressively  finding  more 
satisfactory  values  and  patterns  of  values  in  wide-awake  ac¬ 
ceptance  of  the  total  human  situation  —  including  the 
fundamental  and  continuously  altering  dimensions  of 
physical  science  and  technology.  Since  Niebuhr  has  pos¬ 
tulated  hybris  (as  well  as  power  politics)  as  an  uncom¬ 
promising  and  eternal  fact,  he  is  prevented  and  prevents 
others  from  looking  to  interconnections.  And  since  he 
does  not  investigate  the  causal  interconnections  between 
phenomena,  events  are,  for  him,  fortuitous  for  lack  of  hu¬ 
man  control. 

Until  we  progress  further  in  the  science  of  human 
values,  Niebuhr  is  apparently  right:  we  shall  have  to 
stumble  along  protecting  ourselves  while  also  frustrating 
ourselves  by  balancing  power.  Creative  bargaining  pre¬ 
sumes  that  one  party  to  a  conflict  cannot  pursue  its  goal  in 
defiance  of  the  interests  of  the  other.  A  balance  of  power 
is  then  necessary  until  an  appropriate  authority  of  method 
can  grow  up.  But  Niebuhr  has  not  essentially  advanced 
thinking  about  power  beyond  the  outposts  of  Number  10 
of  the  Federalist  Papers .  His  great  disservice  is  that  by 
dogmatically  introducing  an  arbitrary  surd  he  conceals 
tremendous  untapped  wells  of  creative  possibility  to  which 
he  is  himself  oblivious. 


SUMMARY 

The  questions  asked  at  the  beginning  of  the  present  chap¬ 
ter  have  not  been  fully  answered.  Only  two  concepts,  or 
views  of  phenomena  —  the  group  and  power  —  have  so  far 
been  considered  in  their  roles  as  products  of  Niebuhr’s 
basic  theory.  Both  have  been  seen  to  be  greatly  influenced 
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by  the  philosopher's  fundamental  postulates.  And  both, 
because  of  their  participation  in  his  a-priori-ism,  have  been 
judged  to  be  a  hindrance  to  genuine  possibilities  of  ac¬ 
complishment  in  the  political  field.  They  have  so  far 
proved  to  be  quite  the  opposite  of  useful  tools  for  the  pur¬ 
pose  of  guiding  either  planning  or  investigation  (inquiry) . 
They  have  tended  rather  to  stifle  productive  and  progres¬ 
sive  actions.  The  "  experimentalist  ”  side  of  the  philos¬ 
opher  has  so  far  failed  to  bear  fruit. 


CHAPTER  FIVE 


Democracy  and  the  World 


But  this  unceasing  stress  on  sacrifice  simply  indicates 
that  no  satisfactory  definition  of  concrete  and  demo¬ 
cratic  aims  has  yet  been  made,  that  no  new  body  of 
expectation,  capable  of  fusing  hearts  and  minds  into  a 
fervent  whole  has  been  forged. 

James  H.  Hart 


A  set  of  concepts  is  more  or  less  operative  according  to 
the  degree  of  precision  with  which  the  concepts  are  drawn 
up.  It  ceases  to  be  operative  when  the  concepts  are  so 
vaguely  formulated  as  to  be  adaptable  to  varying  exigen¬ 
cies.  This  is  to  say  that  concepts  and  philosophical  sets  of 
concepts  are  of  social  value  the  day  they  cease  being  mere 
generalities  and  attain  the  status  of  hypothesis  and  theory. 
One  of  the  functions  of  the  theorist  in  the  field  of  social 
science  is  to  clarify  ideas,  to  point  up  concepts  so  that  they 
can  be  put  to  use.  An  idea  is  a  tool;  like  an  ax  it  must  be 
sharpened  and  protected  from  corrosion.  Only  when  it  is 
in  usable  condition  can  it  be  effective. 

Even  a  sharpened  concept  is  not  automatically  a  success¬ 
ful  conceptual  tool.  The  social  theorist  must  fashion  his 
tools  in  such  a  way  that  they  may  be  tested.  He  must  forge 
his  axes  so  that  logical  handles  can  be  attached.  Only  when 
logically  connected  with  the  actions  of  men  can  these  ra¬ 
tional  constructs  be  shown  to  have  value.  If  concepts  are 
precisely  formulated  and  logically  bound  to  hypotheses 
concerning  the  practical  world  it  is  possible  to  test  the  con- 
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cepts  indirectly.  But  it  is  not  enough  to  have  a  testable 
hypothesis;  the  concept  itself  must  also  be  in  such  a  form 
that  the  fate  of  the  practical  hypothesis  will  indicate  the 
usefulness  of  the  concept  and,  better  yet,  will  indicate 
needed  improvement  of  the  concept. 

Among  the  abstract  concepts  employed  by  the  political 
theorist  are  such  things  as  power,  the  group,  change,  free¬ 
dom,  authority,  tolerance.  In  so  far  as  they  are  made  into 
something  more  than  mere  generalities  —  something  suf¬ 
ficiently  precise  so  that  they  can  be  used  as  tools  instead  of 
as  masks  —  they  can  be  socially  constructive  or  operative. 
In  so  far  as  they  are  forged  into  a  form  permitting  logical 
connection  between  them  and  practical  affairs,  their  con¬ 
structive  quality,  or  usefulness,  can  be  determined;  and 
they  can  be  altered  in  the  direction  of  greater  usefulness. 

Any  concept  or  set  of  concepts  may  be  “  useful  ”  in  a  dif¬ 
ferent  sense.  The  golden  rule  may  function  to  simplify 
the  making  of  practical  decisions.  Hybris  may  help  a  man 
decide  how  to  act  in  a  particular  situation.  As  Standards, 
abstract  concepts  may  facilitate  the  troublesome  process  of 
thinking.  If,  however,  they  were  fashioned  into  ideals  as 
functional  aims  instead  of  into  Standards,  they  would  be 
more  truly  useful.  They  would  not  suffer  from  the  fre¬ 
quent  inapplicability  encountered  by  Standards  (as,  for 
example,  the  golden  rule) .  They  would  find  themselves 
perfectible  in  context. 

In  passing,  it  is  worth  noting  that  general  concepts  are 
also  used  for  purposes  of  deception.  Part  of  the  current 
distrust  of  reason,  of  which  Niebuhr  is  an  expression,  is  an 
inordinate  reaction  to  the  use  of  ideals  in  propaganda  as 
instruments  for  manipulating  people.  Starting  after 
World  War  I,  when  it  was  seen  that  people  could  be  in¬ 
duced  to  fight  in  behalf  of  false  ideologies,  the  assumption 
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was  widely  made  that  all  ideals  were  mere  rationalizations, 
either  self-deceptions  or  gloss  for  the  credulous.  We  find 
a  reflection  of  this  pathological  reaction  in  Niebuhr’s  state¬ 
ments  regarding  the  secular  divinity  of  nations  and  meth¬ 
ods  of  inducing  acceptance  of  the  state,1  and  in  his  con¬ 
viction  that  all  ideologies  (and  all  thought)  are  tinged  with 
hybris. 

In  the  preceding  chapter  Niebuhr’s  abstract  concepts  of 
the  group  and  power  were  analyzed  in  somewhat  different 
context.  From  what  has  been  said,  however,  they  can 
clearly  be  seen  to  fall  into  the  category  of  mere  generalities 
as  a  result  of  their  participation  in  and  subjection  to  the 
overwhelming  emphasis  in  Niebuhr’s  thought  —  hybris .2 
In  their  turn,  these  two  general  ideas  are  focal  to  further 
concepts  that  Niebuhr  as  political  theorist  employs. 

The  present  chapter  will  consider  what  sort  of  a  democ¬ 
racy  it  is  to  which  Niebuhr  finally  adheres,  what  sort  of 
democracy  results  as  end  product  of  his  thinking.  Dem¬ 
ocracy  will  be  examined  through  the  medium  of  some  of 
the  abstract  concepts  (as  seen  by  Niebuhr)  which  are  gen¬ 
erally  acclaimed  as  aspects  of  democracy. 

Unfortunately,  Niebuhr  never  really  gets  down  to  a 
specific  or  detailed  treatment  of  planning  or  of  govern¬ 
ment  —  how  it  should  be  organized,  how  it  in  fact  operates. 
Although  it  may  be  dangerous  to  moralize  on  the  simple 
basis  of  a  neglect,  exclusive  consideration  of  the  general 
on  the  part  of  a  philosopher  may  not  lightly  be  passed  over 
as  insignificant.  It  is  at  least  indicative  of  defect  in  his 
relativism,  of  the  influence  of  hybris  in  drawing  attention 
only  to  the  impossible.  It  further  suggests  in  advance  that 
his  abstract  concepts  in  the  political  realm  are  mere  gen¬ 
eralities  rather  than  functional  concepts:  that  is,  they  are 
not  shaped  to  sustain  the  logical  connection  with  practice. 


128 


Sin  and  Science 


which  would  submit  them  to  test.8  Indeed,  this  last  sug¬ 
gestion  is  reinforced  by  his  resort  to  a  paradoxico-dialectical 
method  which  is  emphatically  unfit  to  serve  as  medium 
through  which  may  be  transmitted  the  shock  of  test  applied 
to  practical  hypotheses. 

In  the  field  of  international  affairs  Niebuhr  most  nearly 
approaches  a  detailed  analysis  of  a  political  problem.  His 
view  of  international  relations  will,  accordingly,  be  con¬ 
sidered,  for  illustrative  purposes,  following  the  examina¬ 
tion  of  democracy. 

DIALECTIC  DEMOCRACY 

Among  the  concepts  relevant  to  democracy  that  politi¬ 
cal  theorists  have  been  striving  to  clarify  and  perfect  are 
change,  the  relation  of  freedom  and  authority,  tolerance, 
faith  in  human  nature,  and  majority  rule.  Together  these 
concepts  may  not  spell  out  all  relevant  aspects  of  democ¬ 
racy,  but  from  an  analysis  of  Niebuhr’s  treatment  of  them 
we  might  expect  to  obtain  a  fairly  accurate  understanding 
of  his  view  of  democracy  and  of  his  contribution  to  it. 
Does  he  contribute  to  or  hinder  the  development  of  more 
operative  abstract  ideas?  Do  his  particular  insights  aid  or 
obstruct  the  perfection  of  a  functioning  democracy? 

Change 

From  the  time  of  his  early  writings,  Niebuhr  has  shown 
a  continued  interest  in  change.  The  economic  injustice 
which  he  has  so  piercingly  felt  to  be  the  central  problem  of 
the  world  is  in  itself  sufficient  reason  for  desiring  change. 
As  a  matter  of  fact,  Niebuhr  has  been  so  obsessed  with  the 
plight  of  the  proletarian  and  so  anxious  for  change  that  for 
a  long  time  he  failed  to  see  the  immense  significance  of  de¬ 
mocracy  as  a  method  of  change. 
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In  the  early  i93o’s  he  contended: 

Political  power  has  been  made  responsible,  but  economic 
power  has  become  irresponsible  in  society.  The  net  result  is 
that  political  power  has  been  made  more  responsible  to  eco¬ 
nomic  power.  ...  At  present  it  must  suffice  to  discount  a 
still  widely  held  conviction  that  the  democratic  movement  has 
given  society  a  permanent  solution  for  its  vexing  problems  of 
power.4 

The  victories  of  democracy  in  the  eighteenth  and  nineteenth 
centuries  were  triumphs  of  an  alliance  of  merchants  and  work¬ 
ers  over  the  aristocrats  who  defended  their  position  behind 
the  bulwarks  of  feudalism  and  monarchy.  The  contemporary 
struggle  is  between  the  workers  on  the  one  hand  and  an  alli¬ 
ance  of  aristocrats  and  merchants  on  the  other.  .  .  .  This  shift 
of  allegiance  on  the  part  of  the  merchants  proves  to  what  de¬ 
gree  democracy  was  an  instrument  of  bourgeois  class  interest 
for  them.5 

He  was  skeptical  of  the  potentialities  for  change  within 
democracy  because  he  had  already  postulated  power  as 
coercion  or  as  coercion  thinly  veiled  behind  a  curtain  of 
rationalization,  propaganda,  or  “  natural  religion  ”  —  be¬ 
cause  this  power  was  seen  to  be  of  an  unyielding  charac¬ 
ter  and  because  the  self-interest  that  led  the  quest  for 
power  was  isolated  and  independent  of  environment. 

He  carried  the  identification  of  the  character  of  the 
group  with  the  character  of  his  separated  human  being  to 
such  an  extreme  that  he  imagined  even  groups  could  be 
considered  in  isolation  from  the  broader  culture  in  which 
they  existed.  He  began  to  envisage  “  transcending  ” 
groups.  And,  of  course,  it  was  the  proletariat  that  tran¬ 
scended  society.  Who  but  the  outcasts,  the  disinherited, 
he  reasoned,  can  stand  without  and  transcend  society 
enough  to  evaluate  it  properly?  6 

This  class  orientation  of  the  early  Niebuhr  reflects  the 
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profound  influence  of  Marxism.  Indeed  there  is  a  strik¬ 
ing  similarity  between  the  Marxian  doctrine  of  class  con¬ 
flict  and  the  Niebuhrian  postulate  of  sin.  The  chief  dif¬ 
ference  between  the  two  is  that  Marxism  reads  economic, 
environmental  causes  for  the  phenomenon  of  vested  inter¬ 
est,  whereas  Niebuhr  finds  its  cause  in  (a  defect  of)  human 
nature.  Thus  Niebuhr  is  particularly  critical  of  the  escha¬ 
tological  element  in  Marxism,  which,  he  says,  is  “  roman¬ 
tic  in  its  interpretation  of  the  possibilities  of  human  nature 
and  in  its  mystical  glorification  of  the  anticipated  automatic 
mutuality  in  the  communist  society.”  7  Marxism  as  a 
child  of  liberalism  retained  faith  in  human  responsibility 
for  the  historic  process  and  for  historic  progress.8 

Dominated  by  a  wishful  vision  of  the  transcendent  dis¬ 
inherited,  Niebuhr  proceeded  to  doubt  the  feasibility  of 
leveling  the  disproportion  of  power  (economic) ,  in  which 
was  rooted  the  injustice  of  society,  except  through  unilat¬ 
eral  proletarian  action.  He  did  not  see  any  hope  in  raising 
the  intelligence  of  the  general  community  because,  as  he 
said,  “  unfortunately  there  is  no  such  general  community. 
There  are  many  classes,  all  of  them  partially  deriving  their 
perspectives  from,  or  suffering  them  to  be  limited  by,  their 
economic  interest.”  9  There  was  thus  little  hope  for  the 
proletariat  in  Western  society.  The  chances  of  their  mak¬ 
ing  up  a  majority  party  were  extremely  slim:  neither  the 
middle-class  urbanite  nor  the  farmer  could  be  counted  as 
an  adherent  to  a  proletarian  party.10  Niebuhr  did,  how¬ 
ever,  see  a  faint  hope  in  the  fact  that  the  economically 
weaker  classes  had  not  developed  their  full  potential 
strength  and  that  the  social  intelligence  of  all  classes  might 
be  raised  a  little.  At  any  rate,  he  thought,  the  proletariat 
must  hang  on  to  its  ideals.  The  faith  of  the  proletarian 
“  is  a  necessary  illusion,  without  which  some  truth  is  ob- 
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scured.”  11  “  Once  the  religious  quality  of  the  proletarian 
creed  is  abandoned,  and  the  eschatological  emphasis  in 
Marxism  is  disavowed,  evolutionary  socialism  may  easily 
lose  the  furious  energy  which  alone  is  capable  of  moving 
against  the  stubborn  inertia  of  society.”  12 

Niebuhr  disapproved  of  the  tactics  of  the  British  Labour 
Party.  “  If  enterprises  are  thus  taken  over  piecemeal,  it  is 
difficult  to  develop  a  systematic  and  coherent  scheme  of 
social  ownership  and  there  is  a  possibility  that  society  will 
be  plunged  into  a  chaos  in  which  the  vices  of  both  systems 
of  ownership,  private  and  social,  are  compounded.  Fur¬ 
thermore  there  is  as  yet  no  evidence  that  a  privileged  class, 
which  yields  advantage  after  advantage  peacefully,  will 
finally  yield  the  very  basis  of  its  special  position  in  society 
without  conflict.”  13  “.  .  .  social  planning  is  possible  only 
by  the  rigid  circumscription  or  total  abolition  of  the  rights 
of  property.”  14 

Niebuhr  looked  at  the  Russian  experiment  and  con¬ 
cluded  that,  under  the  special  circumstances  of  the  case, 
the  violent  method  of  change  might  be  effectual.  He  be¬ 
gan  pushing  his  ideal  of  equality  to  the  extreme  of  half- 
advocating  violence.  If  all  force  is  coercion,  he  reasoned, 
how  is  one  morally  to  choose  between  the  overt  and  the 
covert?  15  The  industrial  magnate  who,  by  his  mass  hiring 
and  firing,  by  his  business  cycles,  causes  children  to  die  of 
malnutrition  is  not  morally  distinguishable  from  the  out¬ 
right  murderer.  Equal  justice  is  a  higher  law  than  peace.16 
He  argued  that  violence  is  disapproved  of  because  it  is 
falsely  assumed  to  be  inevitably  an  expression  of  ill  will 
and  because  traditional  instrumental  values  are  uncriti¬ 
cally  identified  with  intrinsic  moral  values.17  “  We  may 
argue  that  the  immediate  consequences  of  violence  are 
such  that  they  frustrate  the  ultimate  purpose  by  which  it 
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is  justified.  If  that  is  true,  it  is  certainly  not  self-evident; 
and  violence  can  therefore  not  be  ruled  out  on  a  priori 
grounds.” 18 

By  1935  Niebuhr  was  ready  to  agree  that  change  forced 
by  non-violent  political  and  moral  pressure  is  to  be  pre¬ 
ferred  in  terms  of  results  because  of  the  dangers  of  com¬ 
plete  social  disintegration  once  violence  is  resorted  to.19 
He  also  began  to  criticize  Communist  insistence  on  violent 
change.  “  The  organic  forces  of  historic  tradition,  na¬ 
tional  sentiment,  cultural  inheritances,  and  unconscious 
loyalties,  have  a  more  stubborn  vitality  than  mere  social 
mechanisms,  and  they  may  complicate  the  process  and 
retard  the  tempo  of  social  change.  The  too  mechanistic 
interpretation  of  society  in  the  typical  philosophy  of  radi¬ 
calism  throws  these  forces  on  the  side  of  fascism  and  leads 
to  false  estimates  of  the  intricate  processes  of  social 
change.”  20  Of  course  he  added  that  the  avoidance  of 
violence  also  depended  on  dissuading  the  privileged  from  a 
last  ditch  stand. 

Today  Niebuhr  is  still  agitating  for  greater  equality; 
inequality  of  power  (economic)  is  still  the  greatest  cause 
of  injustice.  But  he  is  not  so  pessimistic  as  he  used  to  be. 
He  has  found  that  democracy  is  a  popular  as  well  as  a 
bourgeois  achievement;  the  nation  is  after  all  the  most 
cohesive  social  group  in  modern  life.  Instead  of  insisting 
that  the  economic  oligarchy  makes  a  sham  of  democracy  by 
using  it  as  a  tool  of  class  interest,  he  now  admits  that 
“  democratic  principles  and  traditions  are  an  important 
check  upon  the  economic  oligarchy,  even  though  the 
money  power  is  usually  able  to  bend  democracy  to  its  uses. 
The  proof  that  this  democratic  restraint  is  still  vital  is 
given  by  the  effort  of  the  economic  power  to  abrogate 
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democracy  when  the  latter  imperils  the  rule  of  the  financial 
oligarchs.” 21 

Formerly  the  leveling  of  economic  inequality  meant  for 
Niebuhr  a  rather  simple  (not  complicated)  change  to 
public  ownership  of  all  property.  But  he  has  been  watch¬ 
ing  the  Russian  experiment  and  he  has  remembered  that 
the  “  right  of  possession  was  not  regarded  in  early  Chris¬ 
tian  thought  as  a  natural  extension  of  the  power  of  the 
person  but  rather  as  a  right  of  defense  against  the  inor¬ 
dinate  claims  of  others.”  22  Property,  he  now  thinks,  is  a 
good  defense  for  individual  freedom  against  societal  order 
—  as  long  as  the  individual  possesses  so  little  of  it  that  he 
cannot  use  it  for  domination  over  others.  Furthermore,  it 
is  necessary  for  the  proper  performance  of  function.23 
Not  only  is  Niebuhr  now  satisfied  with  halfway  measures, 
but  he  says  that,  in  submitting  economic  life  “  to  moral 
discipline  and  political  restraint,  we  must  be  careful  to 
preserve  whatever  self-regulating  forces  exist  in  the  eco¬ 
nomic  process.  If  we  do  not,  the  task  of  control  becomes 
too  stupendous  and  the  organs  of  control  achieve  propor¬ 
tions  which  endanger  our  liberty.”  24 

There  are  other  economic  powers  than  property  (e.g., 
managerial  power) ;  the  greatest  danger  is  in  throwing  all 
together,  and  then  combining  them  with  political  power. 
It  may  not  be  possible  to  socialize  large-scale  industrial 
property  without  giving  economic  managers  sufficient 
power  to  subvert  democratic  political  institutions,  which 
normally  constitute  a  check  on  political  power.  The  prop¬ 
erty  question  must  be  continually  solved  by  continuous  de¬ 
bate  and  continuous  adjustment.  “.  .  .  a  wise  community 
will  walk  warily  and  test  the  effect  of  each  new  adventure 
before  further  adventures.”  25  In  order  to  arrive  at  justice. 
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debate  must  be  facilitated  by  establishment  of  a  common 
denominator  between  opposing  factions.  In  America  the 
dominant  capitalist  dogma  must  be  discredited  before  such 
a  common  denominator  can  be  found,  and  it  must  be  done 
before  the  class  struggle  rises  to  such  proportions  as  to 
threaten  the  whole  democratic  process.  The  problem  for 
America  is  more  difficult  than  it  was  for  Britain  and  Scan¬ 
dinavia  because  America’s  extravagant  bourgeois  individ¬ 
ualism  has  not  been  tempered  by  property  ideas  carried 
over  from  an  agrarian  and  feudal  world.26 

The  progress  of  Niebuhr’s  thought  shows  that  he  has 
come  to  understand  that  in  the  present  “  mechanical  ” 
civilization  the  radical  need  no  longer  worry  about  creat¬ 
ing  change.  Change  is  rapid  enough  without  an  additional 
shove  by  radicals.  What  is  needed  is  to  learn  to  control,  to 
direct  the  change  that  is  seemingly  taking  place  apart  from 
the  efforts  of  either  radical  or  conservative.  Niebuhr  has 
changed  from  a  revolutionist  to  an  evolutionist,  from  an 
advocate  of  socialization  to  an  advocate  of  caution. 

D.  R.  Davies,  describing  Niebuhr’s  thought,  has  said 
that  “  original  sin  gave  Niebuhr  the  clue  to  the  correct 
interpretation  ”  of  revolutionary  frustration,  the  interpre¬ 
tation  being  expressed  in  two  ways:  “  First,  that  social 
change  never  realizes  the  aims  and  intentions  of  its  ad¬ 
vocates,  that,  in  fact,  it  frequently  results  in  the  opposite. 
Second,  that  social  change,  when  the  new  situation  has 
crystallized  and  settled,  frequently  gives  rise  to  other  ob¬ 
jects  which  sidetrack  and  overlay  the  original  aims.”  27 
While  Davies  is  probably  correct  in  this  assertion,  some¬ 
thing  needs  to  be  added  to  it.  Under  the  aegis  of  the  same 
hybris ,  Niebuhr  earlier  tentatively  espoused  the  revolu¬ 
tionary  method  of  violence.  A  commentator  in  those  days 
might  well  have  concluded  that  “  original  sin  gave  Nie- 
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buhr  the  clue  to  a  correct  understanding  of  the  necessity 
for  revolution.” 

Hybris  is  unquestionably  a  mere  generality;  and  Nie¬ 
buhr's  concepts  of  power  and  the  group  appear  in  the 
same  classification.  They  have  certainly  provided  no  re¬ 
liable  guide  to  Niebuhr  in  the  question  of  change.  What 
is  more  significant,  the  idea  of  change  has  undergone  fun¬ 
damental  transformation  without  causing  an  alteration  of 
the  higher  or  more  comprehensive  generalities  or  even  a 
questioning  of  them.  Thus  it  is  apparent  that  Niebuhr's 
concepts  of  power  and  the  group  are  indeed  vaguely  for¬ 
mulated  ideas,  present  in  the  philosopher's  mind  in  a  form 
not  permissive  of  attachment  to  and  test  by  the  real  world. 
They  are  not  operative  concepts. 

After  a  period  of  skepticism  Niebuhr  has  come  to  see 
that  ability  to  change  is  a  perennially  valuable  aspect  of 
democracy.  Here  again,  however,  he  fails  to  present  a 
functional  concept.  His  change  is  connected  by  indis¬ 
soluble  bonds  to  the  ephemeral  absolutes  of  his  thought; 
as  we  saw  in  an  earlier  chapter,  progress,  which  is  some 
sort  of  change,  is  dependent  on  grace.  Niebuhr  finally 
selects  as  democratic  a  system  of  compromise  wherein  both 
sides  by  grace  sacrifice  some  of  their  interests.28  So  long 
as  the  claims  of  ruling  groups  and  the  challenges  of  rising 
groups  are  arbitrated  by  God,  there  is  no  place  for  a  func¬ 
tional  concept  of  change.  The  idea  is  inoperative  because 
celestial  interference  prevents  logical  connection  and  test 
between  idea  and  action. 

Niebuhr  fails  to  discern  the  closeness  of  relationship  be¬ 
tween  democracy  and  change.  Democracy  is  an  institu¬ 
tional  apparatus  whereby  human  beings  produce  and  con¬ 
trol  change  —  whereby  they  avoid  violence  in  change.  In 
so  far  as  Niebuhr  obscures  the  fact  that  democracy  is  a  tool 
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of  humanity,  he  has  done  a  disservice  and  even  damage  to 
that  tool.  Democracy  is  a  way  men  have  learned  to  live 
together,  a  way  adapted  to  conditions  of  fluidity  in  which 
custom  has  ceased  to  reign  and  change  is  the  rule  of  the 
day. 

Freedom  and  Authority 

According  to  Niebuhr,  no  matter  what  the  organization 
of  a  community  it  must  be  resisted  in  the  interests  of  free¬ 
dom.  Either  the  oligarchs  in  their  arrogance  demand  too 
great  submission  to  their  power,  or  the  society  in  its  pride 
exacts  excessive  conformance  to  group  ideals  and  im¬ 
pulses.  The  sinfulness  of  man  makes  it  inevitable  that  the 
use  of  coercion  should  result  in  injustice.  Freedom  is  es¬ 
sential  to  social  organization  because  man  is  “  essentially  ” 
free.  That  is,  he  can  transcend  the  processes  and  limita¬ 
tions  of  nature.  Freedom  is  necessary  to  enable  the  in¬ 
dividual  to  become  his  true  self.  It  would  seem  that  since 
man’s  true  and  essential  nature  is  his  spirit,  freedom  would 
be  a  transcendent  necessity  completely  eclipsing  order  in 
the  hierarchy  of  values.  The  important  points  to  remem¬ 
ber,  however,  are  that  man  is  a  unity  of  spirit  and  nature, 
that  he  is  saved  as  a  whole,  not  by  parts,  and  that  his  sin 
can  hinder  others  in  attaining  realization  of  their  essential 
selves.  Liberty  must  be  preserved,  but  not  at  the  price  of 
anarchy. 

“  The  limitations  upon  freedom  in  a  society  are  justi¬ 
fied  ...  by  the  fact  that  the  vitalities  may  be  destruc¬ 
tive.”  29  The  individual  may  otherwise  conflict  with  or 
suppress  his  neighbor.  Moreover,  human  beings  are  social 
beings;  much  more  so,  indeed,  than  bourgeois  thought  has 
understood.30  Order  must  be  achieved,  but  not  at  the 
cost  of  liberty. 
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For  the  health  of  the  social  organism  —  to  perpetuate 
its  existence,  that  is  —  liberty  (for  its  members)  is  as  es¬ 
sential  as  it  is  for  the  health  of  individuals.  The  creative 
capacity  of  human  vitality  is  indeterminate.  Because  re¬ 
straint  may  suppress  these  vitalities  unknowingly  and  thus 
arrest  creation  (by  definition  good) ,  society  must,  for  its 
own  good,  encourage  freedom  and  hold  specific  restraints 
tentatively.  Being  products  of  insights  contemporary  to 
the  time  of  their  inception,  legitimate  restraints  may  be¬ 
come  unadvisedly  and  prematurely  destructive.  “  The 
community  must  constantly  re-examine  the  presupposi¬ 
tions  upon  which  it  orders  its  life,  because  no  age  can 
fully  anticipate  or  predict  the  legitimate  and  creative 
vitalities  which  may  arise  in  subsequent  ages.”  31 

On  the  other  hand,  the  destructive  possibilities  of  these 
same  vitalities  require  a  coerced  order  for  the  welfare  of 
the  state. 

The  two  values,  freedom  and  order,  are  not  easily  recon¬ 
ciled.  An  ideal  order  “  seeks  unity  within  the  conditions 
of  freedom;  and  maintains  freedom  within  the  framework 
of  order.’ * 32  “  Any  definition  of  a  proper  balance  between 
freedom  and  order  must  always  be  at  least  slightly  colored 
by  the  exigencies  of  the  moment  .  .  .”  83 

The  value  of  parliamentary  government  is  that  it  is  a 
method  of  “  sublimating  political  struggles  in  such  a  way 
as  to  avoid  violent  collisions  of  interest.”  84  Democracy’s 
greatest  achievement  is  a  set  of  institutions  which  permits 
the  nation  to  indulge  in  self-criticism.35  It  is  difficult  for 
a  group  to  subject  itself  to  criticism  because  it  is  not  tem¬ 
pered  by  spiritual  elements  as  much  as  is  man.  Self-criti¬ 
cism  permits  continual  adjustment  of  the  balance  between 
freedom  and  cohesion. 

Niebuhr  supports  democracy  not  because  it  is  the  best 
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possible  government  but  because  it  is  better  than  tyranny. 
Democracy  refutes  any  purely  negative  conception  of  the 
relation  of  government  and  systems  of  justice  to  the  re¬ 
ligious  ideal  of  love.  “  History  reveals  adjustments  of  in¬ 
terest  to  interest  without  the  interposition  of  superior 
coercive  force  to  be  possible  within  wide  limits/’  36 

“  It  is  the  highest  achievement  of  democratic  societies 
that  they  embody  the  principle  of  resistance  to  govern¬ 
ment  within  the  principle  of  government  itself.”  37  This 
is  the  closest  man  has  yet  come  to  appreciating  the  biblical 
paradox  of  grace  as  applied  to  justice.  The  legitimate 
majesty  of  government  —  power,  cohesion  —  is  found  in 
the  doctrine  that  government  is  an  ordinance  of  God. 
The  biblical  assertion  that  “  ‘  rulers  ’  and  ‘  judges  ’  of  the 
nations  are  particularly  subject  to  divine  judgment  and 
wrath  because  they  oppress  the  poor  and  defy  the  divine 
majesty  ”  38  affirms  the  balance  of  power  and  its  democratic 
expression  of  resistance  to  government  incorporated 
within  the  principle  of  government.39 

From  this  review  of  Niebuhr’s  meditations  on  freedom 
and  order,  one  fact  rises  predominantly  to  the  fore.  Free¬ 
dom  and  order  are  clearly  opposites.  The  value  of  democ¬ 
racy  is  that  it  is  able  to  unite  the  two,  by  means  of  paradox, 
to  the  effect  that  they  support  and  do  not  contradict  each 
other.  That  is,  freedom  (the  principle  of  resistance  to 
government)  is  written  into  order  (the  principle  of 
government)  in  such  a  way  that  the  resisting  of  order  and 
the  ordering  of  freedom  “  organically  ”  result  in  greater 
possibility  of  justice. 

The  paradox  of  freedom  and  order  entertains  close  con¬ 
tact  with  Niebuhr’s  ideas  of  the  group  and  power.  The 
opposition  between  freedom  and  order  can  be  found  in 
germinal  form  in  the  individual’s  spiritual  transcendence 
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over  his  collective,  whereby  he  is  in  a  position  to  criticize 
the  actions  and  the  divine  pretensions  of  the  group.  And 
the  order  against  which  freedom  resists  can  be  seen  to  be  a 
reflection  of  coercive  power.  The  selfish  interest  of  the 
group  as  organized  into  government  is  conceived  by  Nie¬ 
buhr  as  a  coercive  order,  an  order  necessarily  felt  to  be 
unjust. 

Presumably  any  discussion  of  freedom  and  order  would 
have  a  rather  direct  bearing  upon  the  peril  of  fascism. 
It  will  not  be  amiss,  then,  to  give  a  rapid  survey  of  Nie¬ 
buhr’s  attitudes  toward  fascism.  In  1934  he  described 
fascism  in  Marxist  spirit  as  the  delirium  which  precedes 
death:  14  Fascism  represents  the  class  struggle  in  its  final 
desperate  stages.”  40  By  1935  he  noticed  Communism’s 
responsibility  for  the  rise  of  fascism  and  attributed  the 
latter  at  least  partially  to  the  “  unqualified  character  of 
the  radical  cynicism  toward  democratic  institutions.”  41 
He  said  that  the  Communists’  recognition  of  their  error  at 
the  International  of  1935  came  too  late. 

Along  with  his  defection  from  Marxist  teachings,  Nie¬ 
buhr  at  this  time  broadened  his  view  of  fascism,  attrib¬ 
uting  it  mainly  to  a  substitution  of  humanism  for  the¬ 
ism.  “  A  humanism  which  is  sustained  only  by  the  obvious 
marks  of  common  humanity  breaks  down  when  the  hys¬ 
teria  of  conflict  destroys  or  obscures  these  obvious  human 
ties.”  42 

The  obvious  dangers  of  a  natural  religion  which  prompts 
undue  reverence  for  both  the  particular  nation  and  the  par¬ 
ticular  government  and  state,  persuaded  eighteenth  century 
democrats  and  modern  proletarians  to  attempt  a  completely 
rational  political  order.  ...  In  Germany  a  rationalistic  de¬ 
mocracy  gave  way  to  the  demonic  fury  of  a  new  political  move¬ 
ment,  explicitly  affirming  the  divinity  of  nation  and  ruler.43 
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Niebuhr  has  since  seen  that  many  other  factors  have 
contributed  to  Nazism:  Lutheran  defeatism’s  premature 
abandonment  of  the  task  of  achieving  justice,  Hegelian 
worship  of  the  state  as  the  incarnation  of  man’s  universal 
will,  Nietzschean  transvaluation  of  values,  and  the  roman¬ 
tic  movement  —  especially  the  emphasis  in  Herder  and 
Fichte  upon  race  and  vitality.44  He  has  finally  admitted 
the  unique  characteristics  of  Nazism.  But  fascism  in  gen¬ 
eral  he  still  fits  within  the  comprehensive  doctrine  of  sin: 

Modern  tyrannies  are  not  the  end  product  of  a  long  history 
of  tyranny  in  which  ancient  evils  have  been  consciously  re¬ 
fined  to  their  present  consistency  of  evil.  They  are  rather 
characteristic  corruptions  of  a  mature  civilization  in  which 
technical  instruments  have  become  more  effective  tools  of 
tyrannical  purpose.45 

Generally  speaking,  Niebuhr  has  always  seen  fascism  as 
an  over-emphasis  on  order  and  an  under-emphasis  on  the 
principle  of  resistance.  He  has  only  vacillated  while  try¬ 
ing  to  explain  the  phenomenon.  If  his  ideas  of  freedom 
and  order  had  been  concise  and  operative  instruments  of 
thought,  it  might  not  have  been  possible  for  him  to  settle 
on  one  explanation  for  fascism  but,  as  he  saw  the  inade¬ 
quacy  of  an  explanation  derived  from  these  abstract  con¬ 
cepts,  he  would  have  been  able  to  reformulate  the  concepts, 
thus  improving  their  usefulness  and  reliability  in  direct¬ 
ing  thought.  Since  they  were  mere  generalities,  they  were 
divorced  from  the  vicissitudes  of  theories  built  on  them 
and  from  responsibility  for  these  theories. 

In  1934  Niebuhr  announced: 

If  the  German  fascist  venture  is  not  resolved  in  a  revolu¬ 
tion  before  the  next  war  it  is  almost  certain  to  be  destroyed 
in  the  very  war  which  it  is  helping  to  generate:  for  the  inter¬ 
nal  unity  which  it  has  achieved  is  too  artificial  to  outlast  a 
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war.  A  war  will  merely  put  weapons  into  the  hands  of  the 
suppressed  rebellious  multitudes  who  will  welcome  the  oppor¬ 
tunity  of  turning  international  war  into  a  civil  conflict.46 

If  his  concept  of  coercive  power  and  his  concept  of  order, 
which  is  closely  allied  to  power,  had  been  formulated  as 
truly  operative  ideas,  they  would  have  undergone  altera¬ 
tion  as  this  prediction  became  falsified  by  fact.  As  it  was, 
power  and  order  were  conceived  in  sufficiently  vague  terms 
to  avoid  such  a  contingency.  It  was  then  simply  a  matter 
of  rejuggling,  and  of  altering  the  conclusion. 

Niebuhr  once  thought  that  totalitarianism  was  external 
coercion  alone;  he  was  obsessed  with  the  idea  of  will  to 
power  on  the  part  of  the  leaders.  What  are  the  chances 
that  his  evaluation  of  democracy  as  a  paradox  of  freedom 
and  order  will  weather  the  ravages  of  time?  From  what 
has  been  said  above,  it  is  possible  already  to  conclude  that 
this  Niebuhrian  paradox  will  not  be  a  useful  directive  of 
thought.  It  is,  moreover,  an  ossified  concept  kept  effec¬ 
tively  impervious  to  improvement  by  the  non-logical  char¬ 
acter  which  it  shares  with  all  paradox  and  which  separates 
it  from  the  world  of  practical  action. 

Niebuhr  has  avoided  the  Hegelian,  continental,  and 
Catholic  47  meaning  of  the  word  “  freedom.”  This  usage 
has  been  to  equate  freedom  with  rationality  as  an  opposite 
and  antidote  to  vice,  passion,  or  license,  a  practice  which 
leads  to  and  has  become  a  tool  of  totalitarianism  in  so  far 
as  rationality  is  by  these  philosophies  subordinated  to 
law.48  In  contrast,  Niebuhr  has  accepted  the  British- 
American  usage  which  identifies  freedom  with  individual¬ 
ity  and  opposes  it  to  coercion.49  He  does  not,  however, 
accept  it  in  the  simple  form  that  permitted  the  economic 
freedom  of  individuals  to  become  a  source  of  oppression 
and  coercion  in  itself.  He  expects  to  avoid  the  evil  of  eco- 
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nomic  tyrannies  and  at  the  same  time  the  evil  of  collective 
tyranny  by  means  of  his  characters  l  ie  device  —  a  paradox. 

It  is  deeply  significant  that  N’ebuhr  labels  the  other 
side  of  the  paradox  “  order  ”  instead  of  “  authority.” 
Since  he  is  accustomed  to  think  of  power  as  something  by 
its  very  nature  coercive,  but  more  or  less  hidden,  he  does 
not  see  the  possibility  or  the  necessity  of  setting  up  a  gen¬ 
uine  authority.  He  is  blind  to  the  real  problem,  which  is 
to  instate  some  sort  of  authority  appropriate  to  our  fluid 
culture  in  place  of  the  static  authority  of  customs  which 
have  become,  since  the  scientific  revolution,  increasingly 
inoperative.50 

Opposition  of  freedom  to  authority,  or  freedom  to  order, 
is  one  of  the  fallacious  attitudes  men  have  fallen  into 
while  floundering  around  trying  to  adjust  to  and  under¬ 
stand  the  relatively  new  situation  of  social  fluidity.  It  may 
be  that  for  Niebuhr  the  acceptance  of  any  authority  would 
entail  pretensions  to  divinity  ( hybris ) .  On  the  other 
hand,  Niebuhr’s  alternative  may  condemn  men  to  an 
eternity  of  juggling  paradoxes  in  the  dark.  If  organized 
inquiry,  the  method  of  operative  perfectible  knowledge, 
is  accepted  as  authoritative,  there  is  a  possibility  of  or¬ 
ganically  uniting  freedom  and  authority,  freedom  and 
order,  in  a  way  attuned  to  the  fluctuating  times. 

Any  sort  of  transactive  approach  to  the  problems  of  men 
would  deny  the  actuality  of  conflict  between  the  individ¬ 
ual  and  society.  Individuals  are  the  product  of  trans¬ 
action;  they  are  created  within  the  crucible  of  social 
arrangements.  They  may  clash  with  particular  social  ar¬ 
rangements,  but  the  individual  as  such  and  society  as  such 
are  abstractions  between  which  no  clash  is  possible.  Nie¬ 
buhr,  of  course,  does  not  understand  this  because,  as  a 
result  of  his  dogmatic  definition  of  human  nature,  his 
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individual  “  transcends  ”  the  group  or  society  and  thus 
gains  a  vantage  point  from  which  to  oppose  society. 

Similarly,  freedom  and  order  are  general  concepts  which 
cannot  actually  conflict,  although  particular  acts  of  free¬ 
dom  may  clash  with  particular  efforts  at  order.  So  long 
as  these  concepts  are  not  handled  in  terms  of  the  actual 
referents  to  which  they  can  be  attached,  they  are  useless,  or 
worse  than  useless  —  delusive.  The  simple  fact  that  their 
proper  handling  as  abstractions  is  abused  and  that  they  are 
imagined  to  be  things  that  can  oppose  one  another  is  an 
indication  of  their  non-functional  character.  It  is  just  as 
well,  then,  to  form  them  into  paradox  to  emphasize  their 
practical  and  rational  uselessness. 

Niebuhr’s  paradox  suffers  the  probability  of  being  in 
fact  ineffective,  of  being  a  mere  camouflage  to  oscillations 
between  coercive  authority  and  uncontrolled  freedom.  It 
further  conceals  the  gradual  development,  in  fact,  within 
democracy,  and  as  an  essential  part  of  democracy,  of  an 
authoritative  method,  founded  on  what  C.  H.  Waddington 
labels  the  ethos  of  science,  “  an  ethos  based  on  the  recogni¬ 
tion  that  one  belongs  to  a  community,  but  a  community 
which  requires  that  one  should  do  one’s  damnedest  to  pick 
holes  in  its  beliefs.”  51 

Tolerance 

Niebuhr’s  idea  of  tolerance  develops  as  follows.  Ulti¬ 
mately  religious  ideas  and  traditions  must  be  the  resource 
for  the  highest  forms  of  social  realization.  It  is  only 
through  the  insights  of  the  individual  transcending  his 
society  that  communal  achievement  is  won.  Integrating 
various  subordinate  ethnic,  religious,  and  economic  groups 
into  community  harmony  without  thereby  destroying 
cultural  diversity  is  the  greatest  problem  of  order  and  free- 
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dom.  There  must  be  some  equilibrium  between  group 
forces,  and  there  must  be  constant  shifts  of  power  to  con¬ 
form  to  development  of  the  social  organism.  But,  in  order 
to  approximate  most  nearly  the  ideal  of  brotherhood,  a 
religious  tolerance  must  be  added  to  the  social  scene. 

The  Christian  interpretation  of  grace  applies  to  truth  as 
it  does  to  justice;  the  having  and  not  having  of  truth  is 
a  paradox.  "  The  fulfillments  of  meaning  in  history  will 
be  the  more  untainted  in  fact,  if  purity  is  not  prematurely 
claimed  for  them.”  52  The  point  is  “  that  it  is  neither 
possible  for  man  to  know  the  truth  fully  nor  to  avoid  the 
error  of  pretending  that  he  does.”  53  All  man's  thought 
is  invariably  beset  with  “  ideological  ”  taint. 

The  test  of  how  well  this  paradox  of  truth  is  understood 
and  how  well  it  is  put  into  application  in  the  social  milieu 
is  to  be  found  in  tolerance.  “  The  test  is  twofold  and  in¬ 
cludes  both  the  ability  to  hold  vital  convictions  which  lead 
to  action;  and  also  the  capacity  to  preserve  the  spirit  of 
forgiveness  towards  those  who  offend  us  by  holding  to  con¬ 
victions  which  seem  untrue  to  us.”  54  Modern  culture 
fails  on  the  first  part  of  the  test;  it  is  more  frequently  un¬ 
able  to  remain  true  to  and  act  on  its  best  convictions.  It 
takes  the  faith  of  a  high  religious  spirit  to  be  confident  in 
the  possibility  of  attaining  the  truth  with  a  broken  con¬ 
fidence  in  the  finality  of  our  truth.  “  We  will  have  it  the 
more  purely  in  fact  if  we  know  that  we  have  it  only  in 
principle.”  55  A  deep  religious  humility  —  not  religious 
indifference  —  is  the  foundation  for  the  erection  of  true 
tolerance.  “  For  civilization  depends  upon  the  vigorous 
pursuit  of  the  highest  values  by  people  who  are  intelligent 
enough  to  know  that  their  values  are  qualified  by  their 
interests  and  corrupted  by  their  prejudices.”  56 

A  profound  religion  requires  the  only  foundation  that 
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will  support  democracy  —  a  Christian  meaningful  exist¬ 
ence  with  its  test  of  tolerance.  Upon  all  other  dogmas  a 
Tower  of  Babel  is  built. 

Niebuhr’s  “  tolerance  ”  emerges  in  a  necessary  manner 
from  his  definition  of  man.  It  springs  from  the  fact  of 
man’s  sin,  from  the  fact  that  man  is  incapable  of  the  truth 
or  incapable  of  retaining  the  truth  unperverted,  from  the 
insight  that  the  profoundest  truth  may  become  the  source 
of  grievous  error.  It  is  a  method  of  circumventing  sin 
and  mitigating  the  effects  of  sin.  It  is  an  attitude  which, 
if  widely  held,  is  expected  to  prevent  the  otherwise  in¬ 
evitable  development  of  friction  between  hybris- ridden 
men.  It  is  also  a  resource  of  transcendent  men  as  individ¬ 
uals,  helping  them  to  soften  the  self-interest  of  groups. 

The  question  is  whether  tolerance  as  a  concept  is  ren¬ 
dered  inoperative  by  reason  of  its  dependence  upon  sin  for 
its  very  existence.  The  connection  with  sin  in  itself  would 
seem  to  indicate  that  it  is.  A  closer  inspection  indicates 
that  it  is  so  tightly  bound  to  hybris  as  to  partake  of  its 
rigid,  non-perfectible  character.  It  is  so  formulated  that 
it  cannot  be  altered  without  altering  the  outstanding  fea¬ 
tures  of  human  nature.  The  very  fact  of  its  formulation 
into  a  paradox  removes  it  from  the  jeopardy  of  practical 
test.  It  can  be  used  as  a  Standard  in  appeal  to  which  the 
philosopher  may  object  that  a  man  or  a  culture  is  failing 
on  either  one  or  the  other  half  of  the  “  test  but  it  is  not 
truly  functional.  It  is  not  perfectible  in  context. 

Besides  failing  as  an  operative,  directing  tool  for  democ¬ 
racy,  Niebuhr’s  tolerance  is  insufficient  to  democracy. 
Within  Niebuhr’s  definition  it  is  possible  to  push  one  half 
of  the  paradox  —  vigorous  pursuit  of  highest  values  —  to 
the  extreme  of  violent  revolution  while  at  the  same  time 
stoutly  forgiving  the  offending  opposition.  Niebuhr  him- 
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self  at  one  time  drifted  in  this  direction.57  He  did  not 
sufficiently  realize  that  forms  of  democracies,  imperfect  as 
they  are  and  secular  as  they  are,  encourage  freedom  of 
discussion,  criticism,  and  association  —  the  active  aspect  of 
the  phenomenon  of  tolerance,  without  which  it  would  de¬ 
generate  into  prayer.  Tolerance  has  two  aspects;  it  is  a 
tolerant  disposition  and  an  act  of  tolerating.  When  it  is 
understood  as  the  first  alone,  its  operation  as  an  important 
part  of  democracy  is  partially  obscured. 

Tolerance  based  on  the  conviction  that  we  imperfectly 
know  the  truth  is  certainly  preferable  to  the  intolerance 
that  attends  dedication  to  a  fixed  goal,  the  known  truth. 
But  it  is  more  difficult  to  achieve  than  a  democratic  toler¬ 
ance  which  is  part  and  parcel  of  a  co-operative  attempt  to 
find  more  and  more  reliable  truths.  This  latter  tolerance 
prevents  judgment  of  individuals  or  groups  on  the  au¬ 
thority  of  an  imagined  though  ungrasped  truth.  It  per¬ 
mits  judgment  by  the  empirically  testable  direction  in 
which  individuals  and  groups  are  moving  rather  than  by 
the  distance  from  the  truth;  it  “  makes  one  severe  in  judg¬ 
ing  himself  and  humane  in  judging  others.”  58  A  genu¬ 
inely  tolerant  disposition  is  more  than  a  spirit  of  forgive¬ 
ness.  It  is  a  belief  in  a  pluralistic  democracy,  a  belief 
asserting  the  importance  of  individual  differences,  abetting 
their  existence,  and  denying  the  doctrine  that  the  mass  of 
men  are  constructed  from  a  master  pattern. 

Faith  in  Human  Nature 

Unquestionably  Niebuhr  does  not  entertain  a  faith  in 
human  nature.  But  on  the  other  hand  his  opinion  of  man 
is  not  all  bad.  During  the  course  of  his  public  career  he 
has  made  a  noticeable  shift  in  emphasis.  Human  nature 
did  not  undergo  a  change,  but  Niebuhr’s  attention  shifted 
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from  pessimistic  preoccupation  with  sin  to  a  more  dis¬ 
passionate,  more  disinterested  consideration,  on  equal 
terms,  of  sinful  corruptions  and  creative  possibilities.  His 
present  stand  might  be  called  a  paradox  of  pessimism  and 
optimism,  whereby  he  tries  to  avoid  the  errors  he  sees  in 
both: 

A  consistent  pessimism  in  regard  to  man’s  rational  capacity 
for  justice  invariably  leads  to  absolutistic  political  theories; 
for  they  prompt  the  conviction  that  only  preponderant  power 
can  coerce  the  various  vitalities  of  a  community  into  a  working 
harmony.  But  a  too  consistent  optimism  in  regard  to  man’s 
ability  and  inclination  to  grant  justice  to  his  fellows  obscures 
the  perils  of  chaos  which  perennially  confront  every  society, 
including  a  free  society.59 

In  place  of  a  faith  in  man,  Niebuhr  naturally  champions 
a  faith  in  God.  He  thinks  that  it  is  a  faith  in  God,  not  in 
man,  that  sets  the  tenor  for  a  successful  culture.60  On  the 
basis  of  this  belief,  he  develops  an  interpretation  contend¬ 
ing  that  without  an  adequate  foundation  in  religion  all 
culture  must  alternate  between  moods  of  complacency  and 
despair. 

The  primary  root  of  complacency  in  modern  culture,  he 
asserts,  is  found  in  the  belief  that  through  historical  de¬ 
velopment —  “progress”  —  man  will  achieve  perfection 
and  happiness.  Marxism  challenges  modern  liberal  cul¬ 
ture  by  discrediting  its  confidence  in  reason  and  its  bour¬ 
geois  confidence  in  the  virtue  and  stability  of  democracy. 
Marxism  saw  that  reason  could  be  an  instrument  of  in¬ 
terest,  but  unfortunately  it  transformed  this  insight  into  a 
greater  complacent  confidence  in  proletarian  purity,  at¬ 
tributing  all  ideological  taint  to  other  groups.  It  saw  sin, 
oppression,  and  conflict  within  democratic  society,  but 
unfortunately  it  substituted  new  and  greater  illusions  of 
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progress  toward  a  paradise  on  earth.  It  has  thus  been  more 
fruitful  of  a  demonic  idolatry  ( hybris )  than  the  liberal 
culture;  its  complacency  is  even  greater;  and  its  challenge 
has  largely  wasted  away.61 

The  chief  bearer  of  disillusionment  about  the  virtue  or 
wisdom  of  man  and  the  stability  of  his  institutions  in 
modern  culture,  according  to  Niebuhr,  has  been  the  ro¬ 
mantic  movement.  With  the  added  impetus  of  the  Com¬ 
munist  challenge,  the  movement  from  complacency  to 
despair  in  Europe  culminated  in  the  rise  of  Nazism,  which 
was,  “  in  one  of  its  aspects,  the  growth  of  a  demonic  re¬ 
ligion  out  of  the  soil  of  despair.  Politically  men  were 
willing  to  entertain  the  perils  of  tyranny  in  order  to  avoid 
the  dangers  of  anarchy;  and  spiritually  they  were  ready  to 
worship  race,  nation  or  power  as  god  in  order  to  avoid  the 
abyss  of  meaninglessness.”  62  In  France  existentialism  is 
a  “  desperate  affirmation  of  meaning  within  the  framework 
of  despair.”  63 

The  complacency  of  liberal  culture  is  still  firmest  in 
America  because  “  the  opulence  of  American  life  and  the 
dominant  position  of  American  power  in  the  world  create 
the  illusion  of  a  social  stability  which  the  total  world  situa¬ 
tion  belies.”  64  Niebuhr  sees  a  ray  of  hope  for  America 
and  all  democracy,  shining  on  the  virtue  of  tolerance. 
Tolerance  may  mitigate  the  complacency-despair  problem 
of  democracy  by  its  “  provisional  recognition  of  the  con¬ 
tingent  and  conditioned  character  of  all  forms  of  historic 
virtue.”  65  But  he  places  final  reliance  on  faith  in  God: 

The  hope  of  Christian  faith  that  the  divine  power  which 
bears  history  can  complete  what  even  the  highest  human  striv¬ 
ing  must  leave  incomplete,  and  can  purify  the  corruptions 
which  appear  in  even  the  purest  human  aspirations,  is  an  in- 
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dispensable  prerequisite  for  diligent  fulfillment  of  our  historic 
tasks.66 

It  need  hardly  be  emphasized  that  this  whole  business 
of  faith  in  God  and  disreliance  on  man,  together  with  its 
derivative  —  the  complacency-despair  formula  — falls  into 
the  category  of  mere  generality.  Where  a  supernatural 
realm  is  invoked  there  is  no  place  for  the  practical  testing 
of  a  concept  or  for  the  perfecting  of  a  concept  in  response 
to  its  failure  to  direct  practical  control  procedures. 

The  unfortunate  thing  about  the  complacency-despair 
formula  is  that  it  requires  a  prophet-mathematician  with 
a  celestial  slide  rule  to  insert  the  unknowns  and  provide 
the  fine  calculations  determining  which  culture  fits  where 
in  the  equation.  And  when  the  prophet  is  done  with  his 
necromatic  computations  he  can  offer  no  constructive 
suggestions  as  to  what  men  might,  themselves,  do  to  al¬ 
leviate  conditions,  for  despair  and  complacency  are  func¬ 
tions  of  man’s  inevitable  sin.67  Seeming  to  explain  the  ills 
of  the  present  world  by  means  of  a  set  of  terms  which  in 
truth  only  replace  a  problematic  situation  with  a  priori 
generalities  no  more  genuinely  understood  than  the  situa¬ 
tion,  Niebuhr  does  the  disservice  to  mankind  of  letting 
men  think  the  ills  of  the  world  have  been  simply  explained. 
He  conceals  possibilities  of  gradually  approaching  an 
understanding  of  difficulties  through  the  use  of  tentative, 
testable,  refinable  ideas  —  such  as  the  suggestion  above 
that  the  sick  world  may  be  explained  in  terms  of  the  inef¬ 
fectuality  of  power.68 

This  consideration  of  Niebuhr’s  complacency-despair 
continuum  illustrates  the  irrelevancies  arrived  at  when 
men  rely  on  transcendence  rather  than  on  themselves  and 
their  fellows.  Democracy  has  in  the  past  always  been  al- 
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lied  with  a  belief  in  the  potentialities  of  man.  It  can  well 
be  wondered  if  democracy  will  not  be  undermined  by  a 
loss  of  this  faith.  In  so  far  as  democracy  rests  upon  the 
whole  of  its  citizenry  it  depends  on  the  reliability  and 
the  responsibility  of  the  mass  of  men  and  it  presupposes  the 
capacity  of  human  nature.  In  so  far  as  democracy  stands 
opposed  to  intolerance,  in  so  far  as  it  is  built  on  tolerance, 
it  stands  as  a  memorial  to  belief  in  human  beings  and 
against  the  assumption  that  there  are  groups  of  people 
inherently  lacking  the  good  qualities  of  human  nature. 
To  say,  in  terms  of  hybris ,  that  this  view  of  the  capacity  of 
men  is  idealistic,  amounts  to  a  camouflaged  distrust  of  the 
common  man  akin  to  the  pessimism  of  Ortega  y  Gasset, 
Mosca,  and  the  neo-Machiavellians. 

Despite  Niebuhr’s  insistence  on  a  paradoxical  position 
made  up  of  pessimism  with  an  overcast  of  hope,  it  is  dif¬ 
ficult  to  see  that  his  position  is  tenable.  The  inevitability 
of  hybris  tends  to  override  all  hope.  At  least  the  net  effect 
of  Niebuhr  s  doctrines  is  pessimism  for  those  who  are 
temperamentally  unable  to  embrace  impartially  both  sides 
of  a  paradox,  or  who  are  unable  to  understand,  in  the 
deepest  mystic  sense,  a  paradox. 

A  faith  in  human  nature  need  not  be  subject  to  the 
faults  ol  either  optimism  or  pessimism.  Niebuhr  rightly 
condemns  an  optimism  that  looks  to  automatic  progress  or 
that  sees  this  world  as  the  best  of  all  possible  worlds.  He 
also  justly  condemns  pessimism.  A  melioristic  faith  in 
human  nature  simply  believes  that  no  matter  how  bad 
things  are,  or  how  good  they  are,  they  can  be  improved  and 
there  is  nothing  in  the  nature  of  man  that  automatically 
prevents  man’s  improvement  of  his  lot.  In  rejecting 
meliorism  because  of  his  assumption  of  inevitable  sin  in 
man,  Niebuhr  unconsciously  throws  the  weight  of  his 
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opinion  on  the  side  of  pessimism  by  discouraging  efforts  to 
discover  remediable  causes  for  our  evils.  .  .  what  is 
antecedently  possible  is  only  of  human  importance  when 
it  comes  also  to  be  what  men  believe  is  possible  and  are 
willing  to  work  to  bring  about.”  69  Men  do  not  eagerly 
exert  themselves  on  behalf  of  the  impossible  possible.  At 
least  in  present  society  men  tend  to  turn  pessimist  when 
they  find  or  become  convinced  that  they  personally  cannot 
do  something,  cannot  act  to  help  themselves,  but  must 
rely  on  the  supernatural. 

Majority  Rule 

Niebuhr  has  come  to  the  decision  that  oligarchical  rule 
is  actually  inevitable.  The  ideal  of  governmental  coercive 
power  “  established  by  the  whole  society  and  .  .  .  held 
responsible  to  it  ...  is  never  completely  attained.”  70 
This  conclusion,  however,  is  not  as  grim  as  it  appears  at 
first  glance.  An  oligarchy  may  be  creative  under  two  head¬ 
ings:  (1)  when  it  is  creatively  interested  in  the  welfare  of 
the  community,  and  (2)  when  the  selfish  interest  of  the 
ruling  group  “  by  grace  ”  coincides  with  the  welfare  of  the 
community.  An  outstanding  example  of  the  latter  was 
the  temporary  coincidence  of  American  capitalism  and  the 
development  of  the  country. 

Niebuhr  does  not  regard  oligarchic  rule  as  the  way 
things  should  be,  but  the  way  things  are.  Here  is  a  worn 
strain  of  the  old  theme  “  This  Has  Been;  Therefore  It 
Always  Will  Be.”  His  conclusion  is  a  distorted  image 
from  observations  through  twisted  prisms  of  hybris.  When 
man  is  laden  with  sin,  and  power  is  perforce  coercion,  and 
the  potentialities  of  the  mass  of  men  are  distorted  by  a  lack 
of  faith  in  them,  inevitable  oligarchy  seems  to  follow  as 
night  the  day.  The  effective  participation  and  the  poten- 
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tialities  of  more  comprehensive  effective  participation  on 
the  part  of  the  entire  electorate  pale  in  the  brilliant  ob¬ 
viousness  of  contemporary  corruption. 

Within  democracy  Niebuhr  envisions  the  Christian 
Community  as  a  communion  of  saints,  a  priesthood  of  be¬ 
lievers,  a  small  coterie  of  seeing  (and  believing)  prophets 
who  can  function  as  a  ferment  toward  improvement,  as 
a  “  saving  remnant.**  Niebuhr  has  resurrected  the  proph¬ 
ets  of  the  Old  Testament  and  garbed  them  in  not-so-mod- 
ern  dress  to  act  as  a  leaven  within  democracy.71  His  dis¬ 
trust  of  the  common  man  has  culminated  in  reliance  upon 
saints.  His  doctrine  of  sin  and  depravity  has  led  him  to 
hold  a  position  not  dissimilar  to  that  held  by  the  neo- 
Machiavellians,  impressed  as  they  are  with  the  universal¬ 
ity  of  ignorance  and  the  impossibility  of  imparting  wisdom 
to  all.72 

The  great  difference,  however,  between  Niebuhr  and 
advocates  of  government  by  specialists  is  that  Niebuhr’s 
troop  of  prophets  must  act  extra-governmentally.  Even 
specialists,  according  to  him,  are  not  free  of  the  selfish  in¬ 
terests  of  the  middle  class  to  which  they  basically  belong. 
The  “  saving  remnant  **  must  disengage  itself  from  the  im¬ 
morality  of  groups  and  work  at  the  transcendence  which  is 
available  to  men  as  individuals. 

The  implications  to  democracy  of  Niebuhr’s  prophet 
system  are  not  far  to  be  sought.  Democracy  may  not,  as 
Niebuhr  says,  have  ever  worked  according  to  the  wishes,  or 
the  interest,  of  the  majority;  conceivably  it  may  never  do 
so  in  the  future.  But  to  foreclose  the  possibility  before 
history  has  run  out  is  a  rash  and  unjustifiable  step  indeed. 
To  further  cull  out  a  self-select  group  of  sensitized  in¬ 
dividuals  and  station  them  as  meteorologists  to  intercept 
a  Word  here  and  there  dropped  from  the  heavens,  is  posi- 
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tively  anti-democratic  —  especially  as  there  is  no  demo¬ 
cratic  way  (indeed  no  way  at  all)  to  distinguish  between 
their  true  and  their  false  pronouncements.  The  plodding 
progress  of  democracy  in  the  realm  of  political  affairs  has 
been  made  by  putting  truths  found  by  individuals  to  the 
test  of  corporate  intelligence,  not  by  reproaching  man¬ 
kind  with  the  Truth  dropped  from  on  high.  Democracy 
cannot  function  if  there  is  a  brand  of  superior  knowledge 
not  open  to  all  but  only  to  the  self-chosen. 

It  is  true  that  experts  (not  prophets  in  Niebuhr’s  sense) 
can  uncover  new  facts,  and  sensitive  individuals  (again  not 
Niebuhr’s  prophets)  can  proclaim  new  insights,  but  only 
as  these  facts  and  insights  become  imbedded  in  collective 
intelligence  and  raise  the  level  of  society  is  progress  made. 
This  is  the  main  problem  and  Niebuhr  with  his  eagerness 
for  gratuitous  bits  of  unworldly  wisdom  ignores  it  in  toto. 
A  prophet  may  be  spectacular,  but  an  organic  growth  is 
effective.  Further  democratic  achievement  might  be  ex¬ 
pected  by  submitting  other  affairs  than  the  political  to 
corporate  intelligence  rather  than  by  withdrawing  inquiry 
from  the  democratic  method. 

Summary 

From  this  analysis  of  five  aspects  important  to  democracy 
and  important  to  Niebuhr’s  understanding  of  democracy, 
a  fairly  comprehensive  picture  of  Niebuhrian  democ¬ 
racy  can  be  drawn  together.  It  is  a  “  democracy  ”  of  change 
as  compromise,  of  freedom  and  order  (not  authority)  as 
opposites  paradoxically  united,  of  “  tolerance  ”  based  on 
man’s  incapacity  for  retaining  uncorrupted  truth,  of  lack 
of  faith  in  man  and  reliance  on  a  faltering  paradox  of  pes¬ 
simism  and  optimism,  of  oligarchy  tempered  by  a  “  saving 
remnant.” 
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As  tools  of  thought,  these  concepts  of  “  democracy  ” 
have  been  shown  to  be  inoperative,  non-directive  generali¬ 
ties,  ineffective  for  the  purpose  of  directing  inquiry  and 
aiding  in  developing  more  reliable  abstract  ideas.  In  this 
respect  they  appear  of  little  use  to  democratic  thinking. 
Furthermore,  it  has  been  observed  that  they  contain  ele¬ 
ments  of  danger  to  democracy  because  of  their  obstructive 
effect  on  genuinely  operative  possibilities  in  abstract 
thought  and  because  of  their  faulty  and  inadequate  evalua¬ 
tion  of  the  important  aspects  of  democracy  to  which  they 
refer. 


AN  AGE  BETWEEN  THE  AGES 

Niebuhr  is  today  more  involved  with  international  re¬ 
lations  than  with  any  other  concern  of  politics.  His  in¬ 
terest  in  the  subject  is  obviously  greatly  encouraged  by  the 
excellent  opportunities  it  presents  to  the  moralist  in  him. 
International  order  is  a  topic  “  right  down  his  line.”  It 
seems  just  exactly  to  suit  the  temper  of  his  thinking.  It 
provides  a  natural  co-ordination  in  the  practical  world  of 
most  phases  of  his  philosophy,  bringing  them  together  in 
one  illustration.  It  also  serves  as  the  best  illustration  of 
Niebuhr’s  thought  at  its  most  specific  in  politics. 

Niebuhr’s  ideas  on  international  affairs  have  undergone 
the  same  change  as  have  many  of  his  other  ideas,  from  deep 
pessimism  to  shallow  pessimism  with  an  overcast  of  hope. 
When  he  viewed  the  nation  as  an  assembly  of  classes  with¬ 
out  any  real  over-all  community,73  he  very  naturally  saw 
little  possibility  of  an  international  community.  Human 
imagination  and  human  sympathy  did  not  extend  any 
further  than  the  more  intimate  communities.  It  was  more 
difficult  for  communities  to  be  ethical  than  for  individuals, 
and  besides  they  did  not  have  the  direct  contact  necessary 
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(as  it  is  necessary  for  individuals)  to  make  a  community 
between  them.  “  There  is  something  to  be  said  for  Treit- 
schke  s  logic,  which  made  the  nation  the  ultimate  com¬ 
munity  of  significant  loyalty,  on  the  ground  that  smaller 
units  were  too  small  to  deserve,  and  larger  units  too  vague 
and  ephemeral  to  be  able  to  exact,  man  s  supreme  loy¬ 
alty.  <4  “.  .  .  if  powerful  classes  in  national  societies  cor¬ 
rupt  the  impartiality  of  national  courts,  it  may  be  taken 
for  granted  that  a  community  of  nations,  in  which  very 
powerful  and  very  weak  nations  are  bound  together,  has 
even  less  hope  of  achieving  impartiality/’ 75 

A  few  years  later,  when  he  had  become  fully  aware  of 
the  nation  as  a  community,  he  maintained:  “  There  will 
never  be  a  community  of  mankind  in  the  sense  that  there 
is  a  national  community.  Such  a  community  is  too  vague, 
too  all-inclusive,  and  too  bereft  of  the  symbols  by  which 
common  men  comprehend  the  social  organization  of  which 
they  are  a  part,  to  arouse  the  intense  loyalties  which  men 
are  accustomed  to  pay  their  national  communities.”  76 
We  are  now  living  in  an  age  between  the  ages.  “  The 
age  of  absolute  national  sovereignty  is  over;  but  the  age 
of  international  order  under  political  instruments,  power¬ 
ful  enough  to  regulate  the  relations  of  nations  and  to  com¬ 
pose  their  competing  desires,  is  not  yet  born.”  77  Modern 
technical  skills  have  created  a  potential  society,  but,  as 
usual,  political  skills  must  be  fashioned  to  catch  up  with  the 
technical.  Niebuhr  foresees  a  long  period  in  which  cor¬ 
rupt  attempts  at  universalism  will  be  made  through  im¬ 
perialistic  domination,  either  for  the  sake  of  power  or  for 
security.78  The  technical  situation  may  be  used  by  par¬ 
ticular  nations  in  the  interest  of  particularity. 

Niebuhr  points  out  that  government  cannot  create  com¬ 
munity.  It  is  rather  the  authority  of  a  community  already 
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achieved.  The  laws  of  a  government  are  obeyed  because 
they  correspond  on  the  whole  to  the  community’s  concep¬ 
tion  of  justice.  Police  force  is  an  arm  of  the  body  of 
community  and  while  it  may  have  a  limited  efficacy  in  per¬ 
fecting  organization  and  preserving  the  integrity  of  a  com¬ 
munity,  it  cannot  of  itself  integrate  the  community. 

“.  .  .  the  wisest  statescraft  cannot  create  social  tissue. 
It  can  cut,  sew  and  redesign  social  fabric  to  a  limited  de¬ 
gree.  But  the  social  fabric  upon  which  it  works  must  be 
‘  oriyen.’  ”  79  In  the  international  field  “  social  tissue  ”  is 

o 

very  thin,  Niebuhr  maintains.  Nations  are,  in  fact,  inter¬ 
dependent  economically  —  but  there  is  wide  disparity  of 
economic  strength.  The  fear  of  mutual  annihilation  may 
be  a  strong  incentive  toward  creating  world  organiza¬ 
tion —  but  it  is  not  so  strong  as  the  fear  of  a  particular 
mutual  foe.  There  is  a  growing  feeling  of  moral  obliga¬ 
tion  to  our  fellow  men  —  but  as  yet  it  is  still  inchoate. 

Nations  have  achieved  community  status  to  a  large  ex¬ 
tent  because  of  their  particularity.  Such  factors  as  geo¬ 
graphic  limitation,  ethnic  and  cultural  uniqueness  and 
unity,  common  history  of  struggle  and  comradeship,  com¬ 
mon  language,  have  contributed  to  national  cohesion  but 
are  lacking  for  the  world  community.80  “No  conceivable 
historical  growth  can  .  .  .  make  a  possible  world  govern¬ 
ment  of  the  future  as  stable  and  secure  as  the  order  of  a  na¬ 
tional  community;  just  as  no  national  community  is  as 
immune  to  disorder  as  the  family  or  the  tribe."  81 

Since  Niebuhr  regards  all  groups  or  communities  as 
essentially  the  same,  he  considers  it  “  axiomatic  that  the 
less  a  community  is  held  together  by  cohesive  forces  in  the 
texture  of  its  life  the  more  must  it  be  held  together  by 
power."  82  And  this  axiom  leads  him  inevitably  to  “  the 
dismal  conclusion  that  the  international  community  lack- 
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ing  these  inner  cohesive  forces,  must  find  its  first  unity 
through  coercive  force  to  a  larger  degree  than  is  compati¬ 
ble  with  the  necessities  of  justice.”  83  After  all,  no  nation 
has  yet  voluntarily  made  a  serious  abridgment  of  its  own 
sovereignty.  Niebuhr’s  greatest  insight  applies  to  the 
world  situation:  every  new  freedom  represents  a  peril  as 
well  as  a  promise. 

Niebuhr  insists  that  whatever  progress  is  to  be  made  to¬ 
ward  world  government  must  be  through  coalescence  of  the 
power  of  the  great  nations  as  the  core  of  the  community. 
In  this  respect  he  approves  the  organization  of  the  United 
Nations  as  a  realistic  approach  to  the  problem.  He  scorns 
plans  for  the  elimination  of  power  politics  in  favor  of  law. 
To  overcome  the  anarchy  of  nations,  the  balance  of  power 
must  be  brought  under  the  manipulations  of  the  organiz¬ 
ing  power  of  government. 

Of  the  three  great  powers,  Russia  will  have  the  greatest 
difficulty  in  placing  moral  checks  on  its  will  to  power,  “  not 
because  it  is  communistic  or  materialistic;  but  rather  be¬ 
cause  it  is  informed  by  a  simple  religion  and  culture  which 
makes  self-criticism  difficult  and  self-righteousness  inevi¬ 
table.”  84  America  is  not  used  to  its  power  and  conse¬ 
quently  alternates  between  moods  of  irresponsibility,  fear¬ 
ing  the  corruptions  of  power,  and  moods  of  cynicism, 
displaying  a  pride  in  power  and  a  disregard  of  responsibili¬ 
ties.85  A  genuine  community  can  be  created  only  with  the 
help  of  a  great  degree  of  humility,  tolerance,  mutual  for¬ 
bearance  and  forgiveness,86  and  with  knowledge  of  the 
limits  of  the  will  in  creating  government  and  of  govern¬ 
ment  in  creating  community. 

At  the  present  time  neither  Russia  nor  America  is  will¬ 
ing  to  submit  to  a  world  authority  without  reservations  so 
long  as  there  is  still  a  possibility  that  such  authority  could 
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annul  a  nation’s  system  of  law  and  justice.  The  differ¬ 
ences  in  conceptions  of  justice  are  not  a  product  of  cultural 
and  religious  differences  between  East  and  West  but  of  the 
split  in  the  West  between  fanatical  equalitarian  and  liber¬ 
tarian  creeds.87  Niebuhr  supports  democratic  justice  and 
institutions,  but  he  prefers  a  middle  ground  somewhere 
near  the  position  of  Great  Britain.88  The  American 
oligarchy,  he  thinks,  is  jeopardizing  our  position  in  Europe 
by  insisting  on  excessive  libertarianism  and  “  free  enter¬ 
prise,”  89  when  our  libertarian  conceptions  have  become 
irrelevant  to  the  European  situation.90 

Niebuhr  entertains  the  possibility  that  closer  integration 
of  non-Communist  nations  may,  by  preponderance  of 
power,  save  the  world  from  war.91  The  set-up  of  the 
United  Nations  Security  Council  expresses  the  ambiguous 
character  of  the  actual  historical  situation.  We  are  trying 
to  preserve  some  unity  and  to  resolve  some  of  the  tensions 
between  the  halves  of  the  divided  world.  Yet  we  are  trying 
to  preserve  the  integrity  of  our  way  of  life  as  against  the 
Russian.92 

The  whole  question  of  world  community  is  summed  up 
by  Niebuhr  in  paradox: 

.  .  .  World  community  ...  is  a  necessity  and  possibility  be¬ 
cause  history  is  a  process  which  extends  the  freedom  of  man 
over  natural  process  to  the  point  where  universality  is  reached. 
It  is  an  impossibility  because  man  is,  despite  his  increasing 
freedom,  a  finite  creature,  wedded  to  time  and  place  and  in¬ 
capable  of  building  any  structure  of  culture  or  civilization 
which  does  not  have  its  foundations  in  a  particular  dated 
locus.93 

And  atop  the  paradox  he  sets  a  final  resource,  a  Christian 
hope  that  the  transcendent  individual  can  recognize  uni¬ 
versal  law  which  idolatrous  national  communities  with 
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their  blighted  insight  into  moral  obligation  have  not  ac¬ 
knowledged. 

Niebuhr’s  attitude  toward  world  government  is  of  a 
piece  with  the  rest  of  his  philosophy.  His  God  is  a  jeal¬ 
ous  God  resenting  and  preventing  accomplishments  of 
men.  A  Tower  of  Babel  if  built  by  men  will  be  destroyed 
and  prove  “  impossible.”  Yet  it  may  be  “  possible  ” 
(through  grace)  if  man  submits  with  abject  contrition. 
Niebuhr  seems  to  be  saying  that  one  world  is  impossible 
because  it  would  automatically  be  too  great  a  sin  (pride) 
to  be  tolerated  by  God.  Thus  hybris  has  given  him  the 
clue  to  an  over-all  interpretation  of  world-wide  order. 

On  the  international  level  Niebuhr  may  be  making  an 
error  comparable  to  the  error  he  made  before  World 
War  II  in  assessing  the  national  cohesion  of  fascism.  His 
mistaken  evaluation  of  fascism  was  due  to  the  fact  that  he 
was  over-impressed  with  the  vitalities  of  classes  and  intra¬ 
national  groups.  Today  he  is  perhaps  in  the  same  way 
dazzled  by  the  self-interest  of  states.  A  world  state  is  no 
further  beyond  a  man’s  imagination  and  experience  than 
are  our  colossal  nation  states  —  they  are  both  abstract  and 
incomprehensible  in  terms  of  direct  experiences.  As  a 
matter  of  fact  the  Marshall  Plan  alone  displays  a  tremen¬ 
dous  advance  of  the  geographical  boundaries  of  ethical  con¬ 
cern.  Many  people  would  agree  with  B.  E.  Meland,  that, 
in  America  at  least,  the  “  will  to  be  sound  at  heart  and  of  a 
generous  mind  in  our  dealing  with  neighbors  is  clearly 
becoming  a  national  trait.”  94 

This  is  not  to  say  that  world  government  is  in  the  im¬ 
mediate  offing.  Niebuhr  has  marshaled  an  imposing  list 
of  difficulties  to  be  overcome.  But  when  he  knits  a  strait 
jacket  for  humanity  and  drags  humanity  from  the  work¬ 
ing  world  of  meliorism  to  cast  it  into  a  cell  of  paradox- 
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pessimism,  he  himself  tends  to  postpone  the  day  of  deliver¬ 
ance.  The  paralyzing  implication  that  because  “  every 
community  of  history  has  paid  a  high  price  in  injustice 
for  its  wider  cohesion  ”  95  such  will  always  be  the  course 
of  events,  and  the  supreme  freedom  will  be  accompanied 
by  supreme  evil,  is  nothing  but  a  cavernous  rehearsal  of  the 
tune  of  the  arch-conservative.  Just  because  a  pattern  or 
a  repetition  is  found  in  the  past  does  not  mean  that  men 
cannot  defeat  it. 

One  should  note,  as  Niebuhr  does  not,  that  just  as  the 
national  “  organism  ”  does  not  require  the  close  organic 
cohesion  of  the  tribe  and  family,  so  a  world  “  organism  ” 
may  not  demand  the  intense  loyalties  and  the  unifying 
factors  of  particularity  required  for  national  cohesion. 
The  national  community  in  Western  democracies  may  not 
be  “  as  immune  to  disorder  as  the  family  ”  (a  highly  ques¬ 
tionable  assertion  of  Niebuhr’s) ,  but  it  is  less  disrupted 
and  very  infrequently  destroyed  by  disorder,  simply  be¬ 
cause  the  cohesion  it  relies  upon  is  of  a  different  kind. 
Niebuhr  too,  in  a  lucid  moment,  says  that  “  the  transition 
from  a  particular  to  a  universal  community  ...  is  a  step 
different  not  merely  in  degree.  ...  It  is  different  in 
kind.”  96  Perhaps  there  will  be  greater  difference  in  kind 
than  Niebuhr  anticipates.  If  so  the  step  may  not  be  so 
difficult  to  accomplish. 

Niebuhr,  with  all  his  talk  about  cohesion  and  the  or¬ 
ganic  group,  is  essentially  in  tune  with  the  neo-Thomist 
campaign  to  return  the  world  to  the  corporate  social 
structure  of  the  Middle  Ages.  He  is  interpreting  present 
problems  too  much  in  terms  of  his  theological  return  to 
orthodoxy  and  its  derivative  —  his  definition  of  human 
nature.  In  assessing  current  possibilities  it  is  essential  to 
recognize  the  profound  importance  and  pervasive  in- 
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fluence  of  the  sixteenth  century  scientific  revolution. 
Malleable  human  nature  has  incorporated,  and  is  continu¬ 
ing  to  incorporate,  adjustments  to  the  development  of 
science  and  technics  and,  correspondingly,  group  patterns 
are  reflecting  and  can  be  expected  in  the  future  to  reflect 
even  more  the  changes  in  the  total  transactional  situation 
brought  about  by  science  and  technics.  Thus  there  can  be 
expected  to  be  different  kinds  of  cohesion  in  different 
historical  and  cultural  contexts. 

When  even  the  conservative  family  group  is  suffering 
disorganization  under  the  impact  and  is  beginning  to  re¬ 
form  its  bonds  of  cohesion,  it  becomes  ridiculous  to  expect 
cohesion  for  new  dimensional  organization  to  conform  to 
a  pattern  of  the  past.  It  is  futile  to  deplore  the  fact  that 
technics  has  “  mechanized  ”  society  just  because  medieval 
organic  unity  has  suffered  from  technological  obsolescence. 
We  should  instead  direct  our  efforts  to  creating  a  new 
organic  cohesion  based  on  a  wide-awake  recognition  of 
technics  (and  science,  the  father  of  technics)  and  its  trans¬ 
actional  involvement  with  human  nature.  We  should  look 
for  a  new  type  of  organization  in  the  international  realm 
which  will  take  form  through  new  kinds  of  cohesive  bonds. 
We  may  not  require  an  international  organization  of  a 
type  corresponding  at  all  to  the  current  vision  of  world 
government.  Real  world  community  in  Niebuhr’s  sense  of 
the  terms  may  be  unnecessary. 

Again  we  find  Niebuhr  thinking  exclusively  in  terms 
of  forces.  “  Every  wide  community  represents,  not  some 
simple  triumph  of  universal  over  particular  interest  but 
an  artful  equilibration,  suppression,  extension,  and  de¬ 
flection  of  particular  interest  for  the  sake  of  the  wider 
community.”  97  It  is  power  that  dictates  and  it  is  interest 
that  speaks  through  power.  As  long  as  national  groups 
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are  forces,  they  of  course  can  only  be  balanced,  deflected, 
and  so  forth.  Niebuhr  takes  particular  interests  as 
“  givens/’  They  are  the  “  social  fabric  ”  upon  which 
statecraft  works.98  He  falsely  assumes  that  men  will  never 
be  able  to  create  a  new  fabric.  He  again  fails  to  see  that 
the  essential  problem  is  not  how  to  balance  interests  but 
how  to  create  new,  better,  and  more  comprehensive  in¬ 
terests  on  the  international  level.  Even  if  Niebuhr  is 
correct  in  his  opinion  that,  all  communities  being  essen¬ 
tially  the  same,  the  less  they  are  held  together  by  cohesive 
forces  the  more  they  must  be  held  together  by  power,  the 
problem  is  not  only  to  try  to  create  cohesion  but  to  try  to 
develop  a  new,  functional  kind  of  power  with  an  appro¬ 
priate  authority  of  method.  Even  among  nations  there  is  a 
possibility  that  mediation  can  operate  more  creatively  and 
effectively  than  by  sacrifice  of  interests. 

In  the  meantime,  while  world  government  is  an  impos¬ 
sible  possibility,  Niebuhr  has  some  very  sensible  suggestions 
to  make  for  international  organization  and  for  American 
policy.  He  advocates  taking  advantage  of  the  inchoate 
community  that  exists  in  the  non-Communist  world  and 
permitting  the  ad  hoc  military  and  economic  arrangements 
to  grow  into  quasi-constitutional  forms.  He  cautions 
against  proposals  for  constitutional  integration  of  Western 
Europe  as  a  separate  unit,  because  Western  Europe  is  not 
a  natural  economic  unit  and  because  any  union  without 
the  United  States  is  without  significance.  And  he  realisti¬ 
cally  condemns  attempts  at  political  co-ordination  of  West¬ 
ern  Germany  into  Western  Europe  for  fear  it  may  delay 
economic  co-ordination.99 

For  the  United  States  he  sees  two  main  tasks:  (1)  to 
make  the  relations  of  a  wealthy  nation  to  an  impoverished 
world  morally  tolerable  —  this  in  face  of  Communist  ex- 
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ploitation  of  world-wide  resentment  and  social  upheaval; 
and  (2)  to  learn  to  live  in  a  world  of  continuous  insecurity 
without  reacting  with  hysteria  (false  estimate  of  the 
enemy’s  position) ,  complacency  (false  estimate  of  our  own 
position) ,  or  idealistic  evasion  (utopian,  unrealistic 
schemes  for  world  government)  .  To  deal  with  the  first 
he  suggests  we  avoid  giving  the  impression  that  our  form 
of  democracy  is  the  only  valid  prototype.  “  If  we  declare 
dogmatically  that  only  our  form  of  economic  freedom  is 
compatible  with  a  free  society,  we  persuade  our  allies, 
as  also  the  African  and  Asiatic  nations  which  are  as  yet 
neither  our  allies  nor  our  foes,  to  regard  our  form  of  de¬ 
mocracy  as  a  luxury  which  only  a  very  fortunate  nation 
can  afford.”  100  Then  he  suggests  vaguely  the  develop¬ 
ment  of  something  similar  to  the  jus  gentium  of  the  Ro¬ 
mans  to  cover  international  differences.  And  finally  he 
insists  that  it  is  almost  impossible  to  outline  the  political 
and  economic  program  which  would  eliminate  the  social 
conditions  and  resentments  exploited  by  the  Com¬ 
munists.101 

To  cope  with  the  second  he  suggests  humility.  “  Our 
anxieties  are  aggravated  by  the  fear  that  nations,  peoples 
and  institutions  may  not  be  adequate  for  this  time  of  test¬ 
ing,  that  they  have  not  been  sufficiently  shaken  in  their 
pride  and  self-esteem  to  do  what  is  necessary  for  their  salva¬ 
tion.”  102 

On  the  great  question  of  the  day  Niebuhr’s  realism 
shines  through  with  reassurance.  Recent  developments  in 
Korea  prove,  he  feels,  “  that  we  have  no  great  reason  to 
fear  a  final  atomic  general  war  with  Russia,  for  the  Rus¬ 
sians  would  be  at  a  great  disadvantage  in  such  a  conflict 
with  us.”  103  He  suggests  as  policy  that  we  must  establish 
ourselves  “  on  the  narrow  edge  of  morality,  consisting  in 
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the  necessity  of  manufacturing  hydrogen  bombs  on  the 
one  hand,  and  the  awful  moral  peril  of  using  them  on  the 
other.”  104  The  core  of  the  conflict  is  a  moral  contest  be¬ 
tween  the  free  world  and  Communism.  And  Niebuhr’s 
final  recipe  is  again  humility.  Presumably  having  inter¬ 
preted  its  trials  and  troubles  as  judgments  on  its  pride, 
the  nation  can  be  reborn  through  grace  and  avoid  destruc¬ 
tion. 

Niebuhr  has  made  a  forceful  analysis  of  the  power  con¬ 
flict  on  the  international  level.  And  his  policy  prescrip¬ 
tions  are  those  of  a  realist  trying  to  take  all  pertinent 
factors  into  account.  For  our  day  his  way  of  analysis  is 
useful.  But  for  leading  to  better  ways  of  solving  problems 
in  the  future  it  is  inadequate.  Power  on  the  international 
scene  is  non-functional  today;  we  do  well  if  we  can  man¬ 
age  to  avoid  overt  conflict  by  means  of  a  balance.  But 
at  the  same  time  we  should  be  endeavoring  to  find  ways 
of  making  power  become  functional  in  the  future. 

Niebuhr’s  strictures  against  the  hysteria  of  American 
conservatism  and  the  unrealistic  idealism  of  American 
liberals  (who  think,  for  example,  that  the  American  type 
of  democracy  can  be  fostered  in  Asia  when  actually  there 
is  no  democratic  base  upon  which  to  build  it)  are  all  very 
well.  And  his  championing  of  a  realistic,  ad  hoc ,  hand-to- 
mouth  method  in  place  of  the  discredited  ideologies  is 
certainly  welcome.  But  let  us  not  reject  ideals  per  se. 
They  need  not  necessarily  be  rationalizations,  false  claims, 
or  expressions  of  hybris.  They  can  be  held  tentatively  and 
improved  in  context  as  they  are  shown  to  be  inadequate  — 
the  way  of  democracy.  Furthermore,  they  seem  to  be  es¬ 
sential  tools  without  which  a  people  cannot  work  together 
in  policy  as  a  nation.  Our  task  is  not  to  learn  to  do  with¬ 
out  them,  but  to  learn  to  make  them  truly  directional  and 
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perfectible  in  light  of  action  taken  under  their  direction. 

Again  Niebuhr  is  undoubtedly  correct  that  the  present 
international  struggle  is  a  moral  contest.  But  we  must 
question  his  suggested  panacea.  Indeed,  after  all  his  talk 
about  relativity  in  morals  and  scientific  treatment  of  morals 
we  must  be  surprised,  to  say  the  least,  at  the  return  to 
humility.  Isn’t  this  a  part  of  the  inapplicable  ethic  of 
Jesus?  Isn’t  it  a  part  of  the  perfect  law?  Perhaps  it  isn’t; 
it  is  hard  to  tell  just  what  is  what  when  you  get  up  among 
the  higher  mists.  At  any  rate  we  can  be  sure  that  Amer¬ 
ica  will  not  allay  the  resentments  of  the  impoverished 
world  or  achieve  a  victory  in  the  moral  struggle  with 
Communism  simply  by  the  device  of  having  its  citizens 
turn  humble.  Niebuhr  might  as  well  tell  everyone  to  be 
good.  Moral  exhortation  is  a  last  resort  of  the  tired  mind 
and  a  resort  that  has  long  since  ceased  to  be  effective  on 
any  level  higher  than  personal  relationship. 

SUMMARY 

All  together  the  democratic  and  international  political 
aspects  of  Niebuhr’s  thought  display  clearly  one  thing. 
He  is  not  a  political  theorist.  For  him  “  democracy  is  a 
method  of  finding  proximate  solutions  for  insoluble  prob¬ 
lems.”  105  A  theorist,  in  the  way  the  term  is  here  used,  is 
a  thinker  who,  when  he  finds  that  his  problems  are  “  in¬ 
soluble,”  questions  the  problems  and  tries  to  reformulate 
them  so  that  they  can  be  solved.  From  the  insolubility  of 
problems  he  tries  to  find  clues  to  the  development  of  more 
operative  ideas.  Niebuhr  not  only  isolates  his  funda¬ 
mental  philosophy  in  mere  generality  but  derives  the 
greater  part  of  his  political  thought  in  such  a  manner  that 
it  is  reliant  upon  his  basic  concepts  and  immune  to  the 
practical  world  of  test. 
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All  the  elements  in  his  democracy,  as  well  as  his  general 
conclusions  concerning  world  government,  are  the  com¬ 
bined  product  of  deduction  from  the  nature  of  man  and 
hybris  via  the  group  and  power,  and  of  induction  from 
observations  distorted  by  these  powerful  dogmas  and  read 
under  the  light  of  cause  as  sequence-plus-supernatural-in¬ 
terference.  Thus  Niebuhr  loiters  on  the  “  upper  ”  level 
of  generalization  even  in  politics,  instead  of  coming  down 
to  a  working,  grass  roots  level  of  operative  generalization. 

Niebuhr  remains  essentially  a  moralist,  a  preacher  in 
the  old-time  sense  of  the  word.  His  radicalism  is  ephemeral 
because  it  consists  in  a  vision  of  the  inadequacies  of  the 
creeds  of  others  (a  vision  distorted,  to  be  sure,  by  over¬ 
much  faith  in  hybris)  but  in  no  clear,  comprehensive, 
progressive  program  —  besides  “  what  seems  to  us  right  ” 
—  for  directing  deliberate  action.  It  merely  dramatizes 
the  perils  in  the  thoughts  of  others  without  indicating  a 
road  for  surer  travel.  We  cannot  help  wondering  if  such 
paralysis  is  not  the  inevitable  effect  of  a  faith  in  sin. 


CHAPTER  SIX 


The  Course  of  a  Faith  in  Sin 


.  .  .  We  have  a  curious  way  of  regarding  our  fellows 
as  especially  honest  and  straightforward  when  they 
behave  in  the  way  in  which  our  theories  expect  them 
to  behave.  ...  A  theory  which  asserts  that  all  men 
are  necessarily  selfish  will  give  moral  credit  to  the  men 
who  are  openly  selfish  rather  than  to  those  who  seem 
to  be  unselfish. 

A.  D.  Lindsay 

In  an  address  in  1952  at  the  University  of  Wisconsin, 
entitled  “  The  Two  Dimensions  of  the  World  Crisis,” 
Niebuhr  added  a  new  turn  to  his  evaluation  of  the  world 
situation. 

Polishing  up  an  old  distinction  between  civilization  and 
culture,  he  gave  an  excellent  statement  of  what  seems  to  be 
a  common-sense  distinction  in  usage.  In  his  analysis,  civili¬ 
zation  was  defined  to  include  all  the  relations  among  men 
that  have  been  more  or  less  formalized  into  institutions  — 
economic,  political,  social,  legal,  religious.  Culture  was 
said  to  comprise  all  expressions  by  individuals  of  their  ulti¬ 
mate  beliefs  and  aspirations,  including  the  realms  of 
art,  philosophy,  religion.  This  distinction,  Niebuhr  cau¬ 
tioned,  could  be  only  generally  delineated  because  the  two 
factors  are  interdependent  and  causally  interrelated.  Yet 
he  made  the  distinction  the  basis  for  a  new  interpretation 
of  historical  crisis. 

It  seems  that  in  the  past  minor  crises  have  occurred  when 
contradictions  or  oppositions  have  arisen  on  one  of  these 
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levels,  major  crises  when  they  have  occurred  on  both. 
Thus  the  Roman  Empire  collapsed  under  the  major  crisis 
of  administrative  and  spiritual  disorder,  and  medieval 
Christianity  fell  victim  to  the  major  disruptions  of  capital¬ 
ism  on  the  one  level  and  of  the  Renaissance  and  Reforma¬ 
tion  on  the  other. 

Today  is  major-crisis  time  again.  On  the  level  of  civili¬ 
zation,  crisis  is  caused  by  the  impact  of  technics  on  the 
community,  resulting  in  the  loosening  of  the  communal 
bonds  of  cohesion  and  in  turn  accentuating  the  differentials 
in  the  power  structure.  On  the  level  of  culture,  crisis  is 
caused  by  deepening  doubt  of  the  basic  belief  grounding 
our  culture  —  the  belief  that  all  the  difficulties  that  man 
faces,  the  inadequacies  that  he  feels,  can  be  removed  and 
resolved  by  him  through  the  empirical  use  of  reason. 

To  cope  with  the  crisis  in  civilization  Niebuhr  recom¬ 
mended  accepting  the  terms  set  by  modern  technics  and 
recreating  the  human  community  in  accordance  with  their 
demands.  While  modern  technological  advances  had 
actually  loosened  communal  bonds,  they  had  potentially 
provided  a  base  for  greater  and  stronger  communities. 
However,  he  emphasized,  technological  refinements  would 
not  automatically  create  broader  communities.  On  the 
contrary,  their  first  effects  had  been  to  accentuate  the  power 
differentials  among  men,  magnifying  the  problem  of  secur- 
ing  justice  in  the  world,  the  problem  of  managing  society 
so  as  to  obtain  maximum  relative  justice  while  preventing 
management  from  becoming  over-powerful  and  thus  tyran¬ 
nical.  To  handle  this  problem  of  securing  justice  Niebuhr 
thought  it  essential  to  avoid  commitment  to  the  ideology 
of  either  laissez-faire  or  dialectical  materialism  and  to 
follow,  instead,  an  ad  hoc  procedure  using  parts  of  either 
or  both  of  them  as  common  sense  and  the  necessities  of  the 
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moment  seemed  to  dictate.  This  he  alleged  to  have  been 
what  the  healthy  countries  of  Europe  (Britain,  Norway, 
Sweden,  Denmark,  the  Netherlands)  had  done. 

To  cope  with  the  crisis  in  culture  Niebuhr  recommended 
that  man  recognize  his  limitations  and  attain  humility. 
By  this  means  man  might  avoid  the  futile  and  catastrophic 
errors  (for  example,  preventive  war)  that  he  would  in¬ 
evitably  commit  if  he  worked  logically  from  the  assump¬ 
tion  that  man  could  completely  shape  his  own  destiny. 
This  dominant  belief  had  been  subject  to  growing  doubts 
during  the  last  three  decades.  The  supreme  danger  lay  in 
our  reaching,  in  the  face  of  unmanageable  events,  a  point 
of  despair  from  which  we  should  reaffirm  this  false  faith 
with  brute  force. 

In  this  one  lecture  Niebuhr  brought  together,  in  clearly 
organized  form,  the  familiar  basic  elements  of  his  thought. 
The  division  of  man  into  natural  and  transcendental  parts 
is  apparent  in  the  two  dimensions,  civilization  and  culture. 
So  are  also  the  two  ways  of  knowing  (the  cultural  being 
the  level  where  knowing  relies  on  grace) ,  and  the  two 
moral  laws  ( eros  and  agape) .  The  inevitability  of  sin  is 
evident  in  the  problem  of  coercive  power,  which  is  still 
controllable  only  through  careful  balance,  and  in  the 
espousal  of  an  ad  hoc  procedure  distrustful  of  the  direc¬ 
tional  use  of  all  ideals.  And,  finally,  the  arbitrary  limita¬ 
tion  on  social  science  is  visible  in  the  relegation  of  technics 
to  civilization  and  out  of  culture. 

But  the  frightening  aspect  of  this  lecture  is  the  blind 
insistence  that  the  prime  danger  in  the  world  today  is  a 
false  belief  that  man  can  overcome  all  difficulties  by  use 
of  reason.  In  this  connection  Niebuhr’s  difference  in  atti¬ 
tude  toward  the  two  crises  is  noteworthy.  On  the  plane 
of  civilization,  where  the  conflict  is  between  technics  and 
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the  community,  he  champions  the  new  —  technics.  This 
is  his  radicalism.  On  the  plane  of  culture,  where  the  con¬ 
flict  is  between  belief  in  the  omnipotence  of  reason  and 
doubts  of  this  belief,  he  champions  the  old  —  doubts. 
(The  doubts  are  perhaps  new  in  that  they  are  rising  to 
challenge  the  modern  belief,  but  very,  very  old  in  that  they 
have  been  with  us  from  creation  in  the  form  of  supersti¬ 
tion.)  This  is  his  neo-orthodoxy.  In  so  far  as  his  doubts 
in  the  guise  of  humility  impinge  on  the  lower  plane  (civili¬ 
zation)  ,  the  edge  of  his  radicalism  is  turned  to  dull  re¬ 
action. 

At  this  point  objections  must  be  raised  to  this  cultural 
crisis  that  Niebuhr  fancies.  A  belief  that  man  can  re¬ 
solve  all  of  his  problems  by  use  of  empirical  reason  simply 
does  not  exist  in  any  proportion  sufficient  to  deserve  grant¬ 
ing  it  first  rank  as  the  grounding  of  our  culture.  The 
romantic  movement  alone  provided  enough  impact  to 
shake  any  foundations  laid  by  the  Age  of  Reason.  But  just 
come  down  to  the  present  day  and  look  at  the  man  in 
the  street.  Surely  if  there  is  such  a  basic  belief  it  will  be 
found  in  him  too;  the  culture  of  an  age  is  not  to  be  isolated 
in  the  minds  of  a  handful  of  philosophers.  Any  person 
half-heartedly  alive  will  realize  that  the  average  citizen  has 
little  if  any  over-confidence  in  reason  and,  even  if  he  is  con¬ 
fident  at  all,  shows  little  inclination  to  rely  on  it.  Where, 
for  instance,  is  the  rational  attitude  toward  social  problems 
and  conflicts  that  we  could  expect  if  our  culture  basically 
believed  they  could  be  removed  by  reason?  In  America 
there  is  a  prevalent  attitude  —  found  more  extensively 
than  in  other  countries  —  that  if  something  is  unsatisfac¬ 
tory  we  should  try  to  do  something  about  it.  But  it  is  a 
practical  attitude,  not  based  on  conviction  that  everything 
is  possible  nor  insisting  on  reason  over  feeling. 
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If  on  the  other  hand  this  grounding  belief  in  the  capac¬ 
ity  of  reason  to  resolve  human  difficulties  is  supposedly 
implicit,  subconscious,  hidden  below  the  surface,  we  still 
have  trouble  explaining  fascism  within  this  theory.  Amer¬ 
ica  is  by  all  odds  the  land  that  has  most  thoroughly  ac¬ 
cepted  the  utopian  belief  in  reason  —  if  any  land  has. 
Yet  we  find  the  first  outbreak  of  despair  in  fascist  Germany. 
This  discrepancy  cannot  be  explained  away  by  assertion 
that  fascism  is  a  minor  crisis,  for  fascism  unquestionably 
has  cultural  as  well  as  civilizational  dimensions  —  even 
by  Niebuhr’s  own  testimony.1  It  must  be  a  part,  at  least, 
of  the  major  crisis.  If  we  follow  Niebuhr’s  outline  for 
crisis,  the  areas  with  least  basic  reliance  on  reason  would 
be  expected  to  have  the  least  violent  reaction  to  the  loss 
of  human  control  over  human  affairs  —  unmanageable 
events  in  Niebuhr’s  terms.  The  facts  of  the  case,  as  it  turns 
out,  are  just  the  reverse. 

To  be  sure,  the  despair  of  which  fascism  is  an  expres¬ 
sion  is  partly,  perhaps  largely,  due  to  the  failure  of  custom¬ 
ary  methods  to  solve  important  problems.  It  is  a  des¬ 
perate  emotional  attempt  to  force  a  desired  resolution 
of  difficulties.  But  it  is  the  failure  to  control  human  af¬ 
fairs  that  leads  to  despair,  not  the  belief  that  they  can  be 
controlled.  The  unsolved  problems  (e.g.,  depression,  un¬ 
employment,  hunger,  abuse  of  power,  war)  are  in  them¬ 
selves  serious  enough,  tragic  enough  for  men  to  react  with 
despair  and  fanaticism,  completely  irrespective  of  their 
hopes  or  “  basic  ”  beliefs.  Human  problems  and  conflicts 
are  not  merely  intellectual  puzzles;  they  are  deep-seated, 
imperative  calls  for  change.  They  can  even  be  so  unbear¬ 
able  that  any  change,  no  matter  how  fraught  with  peril,  will 
be  clutched  at  in  desperation.  In  face  of  an  unbearable 
situation  human  beings  can  be  expected  to  do  something  no 
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matter  how  persuasively  they  are  told  it  is  paradox  and 
exhorted  to  humility.2 

As  for  unmanageable  events:  if  a  particular  event  is  un¬ 
manageable,  Niebuhr,  with  his  faith  in  sin,  is  the  only  one 
who  knows  it.  There  are  of  course  many  events  that  have 
not  been  managed,  but  the  only  way  we  have  of  knowing 
an  event  to  be  unmanageable  is  to  try  to  manage  it  and 
fail.  And  then  we  can  never  be  sure  that  another  method 
of  attack  might  not  have  been  successful.  As  has  already 
been  emphasized,  today’s  “  uncontrollable  ”  events  are 
largely  attributable  to  the  possibly  remediable  non-func¬ 
tional  character  of  power  and  to  the  lack  of  appropriate 
authority.  When  power  is  coercive,  events  are  unmanage¬ 
able;  they  refuse  to  be  coerced.  If  we  believe  we  can 
handle  events  by  use  of  reason  and  then  find  we  have  not 
succeeded,  would  not  a  belief  in  reason  require  us  to  try 
again  in  an  equally  reasonable  fashion,  leaving  to  the  dis¬ 
trust  of  reason  the  advocacy  of  coercion,  the  council  of 
despair?  To  this  we  can  say  “  no  ”  only  if,  through  some 
such  stratagem  as  hybris ,  we  define  reasoning  to  be  es¬ 
sentially  in  some  respect  unreasonable. 

If  the  belief  in  the  power  of  reason  is  so  fundamental  as 
to  ground  our  culture,  it  is  incredible  that  it  could  lead 
to  reliance  on  desperate  irrational  measures.  Fundamental 
beliefs  supply  a  basic  habitual  bias  that  tends  to  spring 
forth  invigorated  from  the  pressure  of  difficult  circum¬ 
stances.  As  an  atheist’s  childhood  faith  in  God  wells  forth 
into  prayer  from  the  depths  of  a  foxhole,  so  would  a  belief 
in  reason  break  forth  under  stress  into  paeans  of  thought. 
This,  of  course,  sounds  ridiculous  simply  because  a  belief 
in  reason  is  not  and  never  has  been  basic  to  any  culture. 
How  could  it  be  any  deeper  in  culture  than  it  is  in  men 
whose  basic  attitudes  have  been  formed  under  the  influence 
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of  childhood  fears,  gropings,  superstitions,  tyrannies,  and 
prejudices? 

No,  it  is  the  other  way  around;  thinking  is  a  fragile 
faculty,  and  reliance  on  it  or  “  basic  belief  ”  in  it  has  never 
been  much  more  than  sporadic.  It  is  when  we  weaken 
in  our  determination  to  use  our  rational  faculties  (to¬ 
gether  with  whatever  non-rational  elements  of  our  being 
we  can  bring  to  bear)  to  deal  with  human  problems  that 
despair,  superstition,  prejudice,  and  fanaticism  take  over. 
And  this  is  the  crucial  moment  when  Niebuhr  does  his  bit 
to  muddy  the  waters  of  thought  and  fertilize  the  weed  of 
doubt.  Doubts  of  the  ultimacy  of  reason  may  be  healthy  in 
themselves.  But  when  they  grow,  under  such  fertilizers  as 
paradox  and  hybris >  into  doubts  of  the  usefulness  of  reason, 
they  become  rankly  pernicious.  They  put  a  premium  on 
loose  thinking. 

Niebuhr,  however,  does  more  than  undermine  the  hu¬ 
man  enterprise  with  doubts.  His  campaign  against  the 
critical  use  of  reason  is  grounded  in  a  pretense  to  inside 
information  about  the  ultimate  nature  of  reality.  He  re¬ 
inforces  it  by  an  interpretation  of  God’s  incomprehensibil¬ 
ity  to  man  that  in  effect  enshrines  the  irrational  as  a  mark 
of  the  divine.  In  effect  he  throws  the  whole  weight  of  his 
authority  on  the  side  of  unreason,  playing  into  the  hands 
of  reaction  and  clearing  the  way  for  unsupported  assertion, 
denunciation,  and  cruelty. 

Niebuhr  himself  is  saved  from  carrying  his  own  pre¬ 
dilections  to  their  most  violent  extremes  partly  because  of 
his  earlier  training  in  ethical  philosophies.  But  we  are 
justified  in  fearing  the  results  of  his  formulations  in  the 
minds  of  less  sophisticated  people,  especially  those  who  may 
confront  it  in  their  formative  years.  The  chances  are  that 
the  popular  mind,  unable  to  accept  his  bewildering  assort- 
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ment  of  paradox  with  all  the  nicety,  balance,  and  humility 
demanded,  will  rather  pick  and  choose,  and  will  in  the  end, 
if  not  completely  revolted,  accept  his  dogmatisms.  The 
human  mind  has  become  too  accustomed  to  thinking  ra¬ 
tionally  (albeit  defectively)  to  find  easy  accommodation 
to  systematic  obscurity.  Reports  from  Germany,  the  home¬ 
land  of  neo-orthodoxy,  have  it  that  neo-orthodoxy  has 
already  proven  almost  unintelligible  to  the  laity.3  The 
great  danger  is  that  people  will  be  persuaded  to  stop  think¬ 
ing  and  accept  isolated  dogmas  of  the  prophet. 

Sidney  Hook  and  John  Herman  Randall,  Jr.,  have  sug¬ 
gested  that  Niebuhr’s  thought  is  divisible  —  that  his  the¬ 
ology  and  his  political  policy  can  be  accepted  or  rejected 
separately,  that  there  is  no  organic  connection  between 
his  theology  and  the  practical  action  he  advocates.4  They 
are  correct  in  that  Niebuhr’s  theological  concepts  do  not 
necessarily  require  particular  social  actions  or  policies. 
However,  Niebuhr  does  use  such  concepts  as  hybris  and 
grace  in  interpreting  current  affairs.  The  catch  is  that 
there  are  no  criteria  for  telling  what  are  instances  of  them 
in  the  practical  world.  For  example,  in  locating  the  great¬ 
est  manifestation  of  sin  Niebuhr  is  no  better  off  than  other 
political  thinkers  and  so  can  shift  the  locus  in  a  very  few 
years  from  capitalism  to  Communism.  We  have  seen 
throughout  the  last  several  chapters  the  close  relation  be¬ 
tween  Niebuhr’s  political  concepts  (power,  the  group, 
democracy)  and  his  theological  dogmas;  but  we  are  still 
left  with  a  hiatus  between  his  political  concepts  and  his 
practical  prescriptions  because  his  concepts  are  formulated 
as  generalities,  not  as  directional  theories  or  hypotheses. 
Niebuhr  really  has  no  functional  theory.  At  most,  the 
direction  we  can  get  from  him  is  a  process  of  empirical 
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patching  carefully  gauged  to  fit  within  the  hems  of  generali¬ 
ties. 

On  the  other  hand,  there  is  a  negative  organic  connec¬ 
tion  between  his  theology  and  his  practical  suggestions, 
if  such  a  thing  can  be.  This  consists  in  the  great  realm  of 
possibilities  for  practical  action  ruled  out  by  his  theologi¬ 
cal  dogmas.  In  this  connection  Niebuhr  disfigures  social 
science  by  reducing  it  to  materialism  and  then  declaiming 
the  errors  and  limitations  of  materialism  as  if  it  were  social 
science.  He  subverts  the  directional  use  of  ideals.  He 
desecrates  reason,  nature,  and  man,  thus  putting  a  discount 
on  resources  potentially  available  for  human  betterment. 
He  hamstrings  effort  by  declaring  soluble  problems  in¬ 
soluble  (e.g.,  power)  . 

We  cannot  avoid  wondering  whether,  in  spite  of  the  fact 
that  his  own  concern  with  politics  is  progressive  and  moral, 
his  net  influence  may  not  be  quite  otherwise  —  especially 
if  his  views  are  not  accepted  in  all  their  dialectic  subtlety. 
There  is  the  element  of  distrust  of  the  state  that  tends  to 
induce  withdrawal  from  participation.  There  is  the  aggra¬ 
vation  of  individualism  by  giving  the  individual  transcend¬ 
ent  resources  above  the  group,  which  may  tend  to  break 
down  sense  of  community  and  of  social  responsibility. 
There  is  the  asceticism  implied  in  a  dual  set  of  values 
wherein  the  lower  set  becomes  ultimately  not  really  im¬ 
portant.  There  is  the  problem  of  moral  commitment, 
when  the  doctrine  of  grace  is  allowed  to  come  close  to  in¬ 
terfering  with  the  exercise  of  moral  effort.  There  is  the 
lack  of  any  constructive  leadership,  of  any  positive  direction 
to  help  Christianity  attain  a  progressive  role  in  a  society 
that  has  lost  confidence  in  the  ideas  and  principles  that 
once  served  to  interpret  and  justify  conduct.  Instead  men 
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are  left  drifting  in  distrust  of  their  own  resources  and 
quaking  under  hybris. 

And  finally  there  is  the  purely  destructive  impact  upon 
democracy  of  many  aspects  of  Niebuhr’s  thought.  Under 
his  influence,  democratic  citizens  will  stray  to  a  world  of 
make-believe  where  they  will  be  enjoined  to  act  scientif¬ 
ically  but  will  find  themselves  under  a  withering  scrutiny 
forbidding  scientific  method.  There  they  will  encounter 
new  difficulties,  but  they  will  be  unable  to  form  new  con¬ 
cepts  to  deal  with  them.  Indeed,  they  will  gladly  retain 
the  old  ones  and  diligently  defend  their  comprehensive 
vagueness.  They  will  have  lost  the  spirit  of  investigation, 
for  they  will  know  This  is  impossible  (though  possible) 
and  That  is  inevitable  (though  unnecessary)  .  They  will 
inteipiet  international  affairs  by  means  of  generalities 
and  forces,  and  await  the  coming  of  a  larger  community 
through  grace. 

In  this  new  land,  Niebuhrians  will  establish  a  democ¬ 
racy  actually  run  by  an  oligarchy.  They  will  be  forever 
frustrated  because  morally  bound  to  sacrifice  their  interests 
upon  the  altar  of  compromise.  They  will  find  that  powers 
and  forces  have  been  “  given  ”  in  their  land,  and  they  will 
eternally  maneuver  to  balance  them.  Their  freedom  will 
be  rootless,  paradoxically  united  with  coercive  order  into  a 
discordant  harmony.  And  they  will  tolerate  each  other 
only  because  they  are  not  sure  whether  they  have  or  have 
not  the  truth,  meanwhile  awaiting  Word  from  the  hovering 
saints  who  have  escaped  the  shackles  of  immoral  society. 


CHAPTER  SEVEN 


Epilogue:  The  Irony  of  Sin 

This  time,  like  all  times,  is  a  very  good  one,  if  we 
but  know  what  to  do  with  it. 

Emerson 

With  The  Irony  of  American  History 1  Niebuhr  re¬ 
turned  to  one  of  his  favorite  themes  to  revel  in  fantasy 
and  fugue  on  the  failings  of  American  liberalism  and 
American  materialism.  It  is  a  performance  in  which  he 
has  now  had  much  practice  and  his  fingers  run  over  the 
noisy  keys  with  greater  precision,  conviction,  and  force 
than  ever  before.  And  there  is  no  doubt  that  the  tune 
will  linger  long  in  the  ears  of  his  audience.  It  is  well 
turned,  rings  true,  and  is  supported  by  a  harmony  of 
profound  analysis  excellent  but  for  the  faux-bourdon  that 
rumbles  subdued  but  relentless  in  the  bass. 

The  book,  however,  pretends  to  a  significance  over  and 
above  the  mere  pointing  out  to  Americans  of  the  errors 
of  their  ways.  It  presents  with  welcome  humility  a  frame¬ 
work  for  finding  in  the  ironic  a  category  to  apply  to  histori¬ 
cal  events.  In  history  Niebuhr  finds  pathos,  tragedy,  and 
irony.  Pathos  is  the  suffering  that  arises  from  purely 
fortuitous  cross-purposes  and  confusions  for  which  no 
reason  can  be  given  or  guilt  ascribed,  as  for  example  the 
buffetings  of  nature.2  Tragedy  is  a  product  “  of  con¬ 
scious  choices  of  evil  for  the  sake  of  good  3  it  “  combines 
nobility  with  guilt.”  4  Irony  is  found  where  an  apparently 
fortuitous  incongruity  of  life  (which  elicits  laughter)  dis- 
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closes  upon  closer  examination  a  hidden  relation  within 
the  incongruity.  “  Comic  incongruity  is  transmuted  into 
irony,  when  one  element  in  the  contrast  is  found  to  be 
the  source  of  the  other.”  6  Comparing  three  types  of  situa¬ 
tions,  Niebuhr  decides  that  an  “  ironic  situation  is  dis¬ 
tinguished  from  a  pathetic  one  by  the  fact  that  a  person 
involved  in  it  bears  some  responsibility  for  it.  It  is  dis¬ 
tinguished  from  a  tragic  one  by  the  fact  that  the  responsi¬ 
bility  is  not  due  to  a  conscious  choice  but  to  an  unconscious 
weakness.”  6  The  great  significance  of  the  category  of 
the  ironic  for  contemporary  history  is  that  an  “  ironic 
situation  must  dissolve,  if  men  or  nations  are  made  aware 
of  their  complicity  in  it.”  7  When  men  or  nations  become 
aware  of  the  hidden  vanity  or  pretensions  that  make  the 
comic  ironic,  they  either  abate  their  pretensions  (which 
means  contrition)  or  accentuate  them  (turning  irony  into 
pure  evil) . 

In  general  terms,  a  situation  is  ironic  if  “  virtue  becomes 
vice  through  some  hidden  defect  in  the  virtue;  if  strength 
becomes  weakness  because  of  the  vanity  to  which  strength 
may  prompt  the  mighty  man  or  nation;  if  security  is  trans¬ 
muted  into  insecurity  because  too  much  reliance  is  placed 
upon  it;  if  wisdom  becomes  folly  because  it  does  not  know 
its  own  limits  ...”  8  In  each  instance  the  hidden  defect 
is  a  human  pretension  or  vanity:  pretensions  of  virtue, 
strength,  wisdom,  and  so  on  and  on.  In  each  case  the 
limits  of  human  capacities  of  power,  wisdom,  virtue,  voli¬ 
tion  are  forgotten.  In  other  words,  the  old  familiar  taint 
in  human  nature,  corruption  of  human  freedom  and  what¬ 
not  —  original  sin  —  is  the  discordance  that,  for  Niebuhr, 
turns  comic  incongruity  into  irony. 

Niebuhr  maintains  that  “  the  Christian  faith  ”  (mean¬ 
ing  presumably  his  own  Christian  faith)  “  tends  to  make 
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the  ironic  view  of  human  evil  in  history  the  normative 
one.”  9  Undoubtedly  he  is  right.  Behind  the  ironic  inter¬ 
pretation  are  marshaled  all  the  familiar  aspects  of  his  dog¬ 
matism.  In  Niebuhr’s  scheme,  by  definition  of  human 
nature,  man  “  is  an  ironic  creature  because  he  forgets  that 
he  is  not  simply  a  creator  but  also  a  creature.”  10  What  is 
more  to  be  expected  than  that  from  a  transcendent  point  of 
view  the  vain  dreams,  misjudgments,  and  paltry  pretensions 
of  men  should  appear  to  emanate  from  their  creatureliness 
and  sinfulness  into  systematic  irony?  So  it  is  the  “  ob¬ 
servers  ” —  those  who  transcend  the  situation  —  who  are 
“  not  so  hostile  to  the  victim  of  irony  as  to  deny  the  ele¬ 
ment  of  virtue  which  must  constitute  a  part  of  the  ironic 
situation;  nor  yet  so  sympathetic  as  to  discount  the  weak¬ 
ness,  the  vanity  and  pretension  which  constitute  another 
element,”  11  who  must  detect  and  proclaim  the  ironies  of 
history  to  the  world.  Other  observers  can  of  course  find 
irony  in  history,  but  those  who  see  in  the  category  of  the 
ironic  a  systematic  interpretation  for  history  will  have 
a  superior  understanding  through  the  transcendence  of 
faith  of  the  incomprehensible  mystery  and  meaning  of  the 
universe.12 

On  the  other  hand,  the  “  participants  ”  in  an  ironic 
context  have  too  limited  a  perspective,  are  too  immediately 
concerned  —  that  is,  too  corrupted  by  sin  —  to  divine  the 
ironic.  If,  however,  the  irony  of  their  ways  is  pointed  out 
to  them,  they  can  grasp  the  situation  and  mend  their  ways. 
This  almost  sounds  as  if  Niebuhr  had  found  a  simple 
technique  for  combatting  inevitable  sin  through  the 
miracle  of  ironic  awakening.  It  is  certainly  true  that  in 
this  book  he  shows  an  extension  of  this  trend  toward 
greater  emphasis  on  the  optimistic  side  of  the  paradox  of 
impossible  possibilities.  The  whole  book  sustains  the  com- 
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mendable  purpose  of  awakening  us  to  the  dangers  of  our 
ways  in  order  that  we  may  avoid  injustice  and  interna¬ 
tional  conflict.  But  Niebuhr  has  not  abjured  his  dia¬ 
lectical  position.  For  example,  “  powerful  nations  and 
individuals  [still]  inevitably  tend  to  use  the  weak  as  instru¬ 
ments  of  their  purposes,”  13  and  “  there  are  [still]  irresolv¬ 
able  contradictions  both  between  prosperity  and  virtue, 
and  between  happiness  and  the  ‘  good  life.’  ”  14  The  tenor 
of  the  book  as  a  whole  is  deceptive:  Niebuhr  still  insists 
on  the  paradoxical  relation  of  the  possible  and  the  impos¬ 
sible  in  history. 

Perhaps  the  cue  to  this  deceptiveness  may  be  found  in. 
the  following  passage: 

Nothing  that  is  worth  doing  can  be  achieved  in  our  life¬ 
time;  therefore  we  must  be  saved  by  hope.  Nothing  which  is 
true  or  beautiful  or  good  makes  complete  sense  in  any  imme¬ 
diate  context  of  history;  therefore  we  must  be  saved  by  faith. 
Nothing  we  do,  however  virtuous,  can  be  accomplished  alone; 
therefore  we  are  saved  by  love.  No  virtuous  act  is  quite  as. 
virtuous  from  the  standpoint  of  our  friend  or  foe  as  it  is  from 
our  standpoint.  Therefore  we  must  be  saved  by  the  final  form 
of  love  which  is  forgiveness.15 

The  therapeutic  effect  upon  the  “  participants  ”  that 
Niebuhr  expects  from  dissertation  on  irony  by  the  “  ob¬ 
servers  ”  is  in  line  with  faith,  hope,  love,  forgiveness.  If,, 
in  the  process  of  dissolving  ironic  incongruities,  we  would 
avoid  accentuating  our  pretensions  and  thus  crystallizing 
out  pure  evil,  we  must,  through  awareness  of  our  preten¬ 
sions,  come  to  terms  “  with  the  limits  of  all  human  striv¬ 
ing,  the  fragmentariness  of  all  human  wisdom,  the  pre¬ 
cariousness  of  all  historic  configurations  of  power,  and  the 
mixture  of  good  and  evil  in  all  human  virtue.”  16  But 
this  requires  religious  humility,  faith  in  a  paradoxical 
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universe,  repentance,  contrition,  and,  in  the  end,  charity 
and  sacrifice.  All  of  which  is  to  say  that  the  final  reliance 
for  ironic  awakening  is  not  on  enlightenment  of  the  masses 
by  the  “  observers  ”  but  on  the  grace  of  God.  Here,  then, 
is  the  characteristic  Niebuhrian  paradox:  Americans  can 
and  cannot  resolve  the  ironies  of  their  history.  They  can 
do  it  themselves  but,  in  the  end,  only  when  it  is  done  for 
them  by  grace  through  the  miracle  of  ironic  awakening. 

As  a  principle  for  the  interpretation  of  current  history, 
the  category  of  the  ironic  proves  to  be  decidedly  less  of  a 
touchstone  than  it  might  seem  at  first.  The  particular 
ironies  that  Niebuhr  uncovers  are  easily  agreed  upon  even 
by  those  who  lack  his  specific  religious  background.  And, 
although  literary  theories  may  disagree  in  definition  of 
irony,  as  they  do  also  in  explanation  of  tragedy  and  pathos, 
the  pretension-emphasis  that  Niebuhr  employs  seems  to 
provide  a  legitimate  and  sensitive  account  of  the  mechanics 
of  irony.  In  order  to  understand  current  history,  however, 
we  need  something  more  than  poetic  interpretation.  We 
need  general  concepts  sufficiently  precise  both  to  have 
meaning  in  specific  contexts  and  to  be  perfectible  as  a  re¬ 
sult  of  their  relationships  with  particular  happenings. 

This  is  where  irony  as  a  category  breaks  down.  As 
treated  by  Niebuhr,  the  category  makes  a  certain  amount 
of  fuzzy  sense  when  the  elements  of  ironic  contrast  are 
such  vague  catch-alls  as  virtue  and  evil,  strength  and  weak¬ 
ness,  wisdom  and  foolishness,  innocence  and  guilt  —  what¬ 
ever  they  all  mean  in  their  eloquent  generality.  The  sense 
quickly  disappears  when  a  particular  occurrence  of  irony 
is  examined  as  a  test  of  the  category. 

The  chief  stumbling  block  of  the  category  in  this  re¬ 
spect  is  the  insistence  that  one  element  of  an  ironic  contrast 
is  the  source  of  the  other:  innocency  with  its  pretension  is 
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the  source  of  evil;  strength  with  its  pretension  is  the  source 
of  weakness;  and  so  forth.  How,  for  example,  can  we,  in 
accordance  with  the  formula,  establish  American  dreams 
of  virtue  and  innocence  as  a  source  of  America’s  guilt- 
edged  security?  For  it  is  undoubtedly  ironic  that  “  our 
dreams  of  a  pure  virtue  are  dissolved  in  a  situation  in 
which  it  is  possible  to  exercise  the  virtue  of  responsibility 
toward  a  community  of  nations  only  by  courting  the  pro¬ 
spective  guilt  of  the  atomic  bomb.”  17  How  can  dreams 
or  illusions,  or  pretenses  of  virtue  or  innocence,  on  the  part 
of  the  American  nation  (including  all  the  easy  beliefs  that 
America  has  avoided  the  wars,  tyrannies,  oppressions  of 
Europe  and  the  facile  pretense  that  America  has  been 
providentially  set  aside  as  a  land  of  prosperity,  justice, 
freedom)  have  been  the  source  of  America’s  present  world 
position  in  which  she  has  become  the  prospectively  guilty 
leader  of  the  West  in  its  clash  with  Communism? 

Pretenses,  beliefs,  ideologies  are  certainly  factors  in 
historical  development.  But  there  are  many  others,  in¬ 
cluding  the  economic  and  the  scientific,  and  pretensions 
are  not  the  most  important  —  even  “  in  final  analysis.” 
It  is  this  sort  of  fault  in  applying  the  theory  of  irony  that 
gives  large  sections  of  the  book  a  tone  of  unreality;  this 
in  turn  makes  the  reader  perversely  wonder  if  this  whole 
business  of  categorical  irony  is  not  just  an  excuse  for  a  re¬ 
newed  criticism,  in  somewhat  more  systematic  fashion  than 
before,  of  American  liberalism,  and  for  vindicating 18 
Niebuhr’s  own  pet  dogmas  on  the  strength  of  its  weak¬ 
nesses.  A  dream  or  pretense  in  this  particular  context  is 
not  the  source  of  the  ironic  evil  alleged,  in  any  sense  that 
we  can  know,  but  only  in  the  dogmatic  sense  that  a  jealous 
God  smites  sinful  pretenses  to  divinity. 

A  similar  difficulty  hedges  the  irony  Niebuhr  has  found 
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in  “  an  age  of  reason  culminating  in  a  life-and-death 
struggle  between  two  forms  of  ‘  scientific  ’  politics.” 19 
Wisdom  plus  pretense  yields  folly.  Yet  Niebuhr  recognizes 
and  commends  the  American  pragmatic  approach  to  poli¬ 
tics  and  economics  20  and  glories  in  the  “  ironic  triumph  ”  21 
of  “  common  sense  ”  in  American  politics  over  the  theories 
of  the  foolish  wise  men.22  How  can  an  age  of  reason,  no 
matter  how  over-confident  and  pretentious,  be  the  source  of 
a  struggle  between  two  forms  of  “  scientific  ”  politics  if  it 
has  itself  been  triumphed  over  by  common  sense  —  espe¬ 
cially  since  at  least  one  of  the  two  forms  of  “  scientific  ” 
politics  does  not  then  exist?  This  incessant  harping  on  the 
evils  of  the  utopian  dreams  of  America  strikes  a  false  note 
when  it  is  seen  that  in  practice  the  dreams  are  largely 
ignored  and  a  pragmatic  method  espoused.  Our  dreams 
do,  of  course,  have  their  impact;  but  again  they  are  not  the 
all-significant  source  of  our  woes  —  except  in  the  negative 
sense  that  so  long  as  we  persist  in  occupying  our  minds 
with  disembodied  theories,  utopias,  and  dreams  we  shall 
not  effectively  make  use  of  thought  that  can  be  productive 
in  practice. 

There  is  indeed  irony  in  the  failure  of  utopian  dreams  to 
materialize  and  in  the  refutation  of  them  by  history.  But 
it  is  an  irony  that  does  not  fit  into  the  Niebuhrian  pattern. 
Failure  of  dreams  is  not  so  much  the  result  of  pretense  as 
the  fate  to  be  expected  for  thought  separated  from  action, 
theory  divorced  from  practice.  Such  a  fate  involves  much 
of  what  Niebuhr  means  by  pretenses:  false  estimation  of 
the  unlimited  dimensions  of  men,  over-confidence  in  one 
man’s  or  one  group’s  point  of  view,  misunderstanding  of 
the  degree  to  which  men  can  be  managed  by  others.  But 
it  excludes  original  sin.  The  irony  of  Niebuhr’s  position 
is  that,  in  denouncing  the  ideals  of  others  and  their  super- 
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ficial  reasoning,  he  himself  pretends  to  an  absolute  dogma 
(that  all  reasoning  is  corrupt)  which  would  subvert  any 
genuine  collective  attempt  to  develop  ideals  as  theories 
organically  and  self-correctively  connected  with  the  actions 
of  men.28 

Irrespective  of  systematic  ironies  compounded  from 
hidden  human  defects,  unrealistic  beliefs  and  ideologies  — 
as  Niebuhr  rightly  insists  —  are  dangerous  in  the  present 
situation.  Too  great  confidence  in  our  national  strength, 
in  the  purity  of  our  motives,  in  the  absolute  rightness  of 
our  cause,  in  the  wisdom  of  our  policy  or  the  virtue  of  our 
particular  social  institutions  —  all  of  these  can  have  ill 
effects  upon  the  nation’s  foreign  policy.  In  this  respect, 
Chapter  6  of  The  Irony  of  American  History  is  particularly 
excellent.  There  Niebuhr  analyzes  the  development  of 
Communism  into  a  creed  for  the  agrarian  world  and  ex¬ 
plains  the  ineffectiveness  of  American  power,  virtue,  and 
influence  in  combating  Communism  in  the  agrarian  East. 
He  concludes  that  we  must  maintain  strength  enough  to 
prevent  aggression,  at  the  same  time  teaching  ourselves 
sufficient  restraint  and  patience  to  endure  a  long  wait  — 
perhaps  hundreds  of  years  —  until  Communism  crumbles 
(as  did  Islam)  from  the  internal  errors  of  its  creed. 

At  this  point  Niebuhr  discards  all  the  implications  of 
what  he  has  said  about  the  “  common  sense  ”  or  “  prag¬ 
matic  ”  method  of  American  democracy.  He  vaults  clear 
over  it  to  the  conclusion  that  a  religious  faith  which 
grounds  tolerance,  humility,  charity,  hope,  and  sacrifice 
in  a  recognition  of  original  sin  is  the  only  “  final  ”  or  “  ulti¬ 
mate  ”  way  we  have  of  maintaining  our  position  and 
our  patience  today.  Niebuhr  shows  continued  progress 
in  his  gradual  understanding  and  appreciation  of  de- 
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mocracy.  He  falls  short,  however,  of  an  adequate  realiza¬ 
tion  of  its  value  and  importance.  Its  “  common  sense  ” 
attribute  is  much  more  significant  than  he  realizes.  In¬ 
cidentally,  it  is  to  the  enduring  credit  of  the  much-maligned 
liberals  that,  despite  their  illusions,  they  have  consistently 
supported,  both  in  practice  and  in  ideal,  the  democratic  ap¬ 
paratus  for  arriving  at  decisions. 

Democracy  is  more  than  a  constitutional  mechanism  for 
balancing  faction  against  faction,  power  against  power, 
interest  against  interest,  in  the  manner  of  James  Madison. 
It  is  more  than  a  cautious,  step-by-step  pragmatism  tem¬ 
pered  by  worship  and  tradition  in  the  spirit  of  Edmund 
Burke.  (Madison  and  Burke  are  the  heroes  of  Niebuhr's 
mature  thought.)  There  is  an  ethos,  a  tolerance  and  hu¬ 
mility  habitually  embedded  in  democracy's  method  of  self- 
adjustment  and  self-correction.  This  is  the  element  Nie¬ 
buhr  disregards  when  he  relegates  the  “  common  sense  " 
method  to  the  strictly  internal  affairs  of  America.  It  can 
and  does  spill  over  into  our  relations  with  the  rest  of  the 
world.  And  it  can  be  extrapolated  even  further.  It  is  a 
more  promising  and  reliable  resource  than  Niebuhr's  final 
resort:  it  is  backed  by  the  ways  of  the  people  rather  than  by 
pious  exhortation.  Yet  Niebuhr  not  only  underrates  its 
potential  but  undermines  it  with  a  moral  washout.  For 
what  else  is  the  indiscriminate  dogma  that  any  decision  — 
including  the  decision  not  to  decide —  involves  us  in 
guilt,  and  the  corollary  that  power  cannot  be  wielded  or 
disavowed  without  guilt?  24  Niebuhr's  agonized  conscience 
tends  to  deprive  guilt  of  meaning  in  the  more-and-less 
framework  of  morality,  for  when  our  practical  actions  are 
indiscriminately  guilty  the  term  loses  its  comparative 
function.  He  seemingly  continually  forgets  his  own 
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scheme  of  “  relative  ethics  ”  in  order  to  reproach  us  with 
the  impact  of  the  eternal.  And  democracy,  a  primarily 
moral  endeavor,  is  thereby  imperiled. 

The  fact  that  American  democratic  method,  or  the  ethos 
of  American  democracy,  has  begun  to  bubble  over  into 
our  foreign  relations  is  duly  noted  by  Niebuhr:  he  is 
acutely  perceptive  despite  his  ideological  blinkers.  His 
example  is  the  “  creative  synthesis  ”  that  was  achieved, 
notwithstanding  America’s  disproportionate  power,  be¬ 
tween  the  too  precipitate  American  policy  of  rearming 
Germany  and  European  fears  which  might  have  prevented 
the  inclusion  of  Western  Germany  in  the  Western  com¬ 
munity.25  Such  an  achievement  is  one  step  beyond  the 
Madisonian  or  Niebuhrian  balance  of  power.  Niebuhr’s 
recognition  of  it  is  a  promising  development;  and  we  can 
only  hope  that  some  time  he  will,  in  line  with  its  implica¬ 
tions,  revise  his  conception  of  power  (and  original  sin,  un¬ 
less  he  finds  some  new  ingenious  way  for  self-contradiction) 
into  something  more  sensitive,  realistic,  and  useful.  As  it 
is,  he  slips  lightly  by,  shifting  quickly  into  overdrive,  so 
eager  is  he  to  expound  his  religious  biases  —  humility, 
charity,  mystery,  and  sacrifice  —  as  the  final  strategy  for 
bringing  power  under  discipline. 

Still  thinking  of  power  as  necessarily  coercive  force, 
Niebuhr  has  apparently  not  yet  grasped  the  main  problem. 
In  international  affairs  he  discards  the  strategy  of  balance 
of  power  because  there  is  no  international  force  (or  govern¬ 
ment)  capable  of  organizing  such  a  balance.  He  briefly 
mentions  the  capacity  of  the  United  Nations  to  present  a 
limited  amount  of  check  in  the  form  of  social  and  moral 
review.26  And  then  he  hastens  on  to  champion  the  “  in¬ 
applicable  ethic  ”  of  inner  religious  and  moral  checks. 
Actually  our  problem  is  to  eliminate  coercive  power,  to 


Epilogue :  The  Irony  of  Sin  187 

make  power  functional  in  terms  of  an  authority  appropri¬ 
ate  to  the  present  day,  to  remake  power  so  that  it  is  no 
longer  a  force  to  be  balanced  by  force  or  checked  by  re¬ 
straint,  but  a  legitimate  and  essential  part  of  the  social 
structure,  working  within  a  nexus  of  authority. 

Power  as  force  can  only  be  frustrated  or  sacrificed. 
Power  that  is  functional  knows  neither  of  these;  there  is 
simply  no  sense  in  speaking  of  frustrating  or  sacrificing 
it;  there  is  no  occasion,  no  need.  The  fact  is  that  power 
can  be  one-sided  and  still  not  overweaning  if  it  is  function¬ 
ally  integrated  with  a  growing  and  self-correcting  au¬ 
thority. 

America  seems  to  be  developing  such  an  authority  in 
its  “  pragmatic,”  “  common  sense  ”  (to  use  Niebuhr’s 
terms)  method  for  political  democracy.  It  is  also  to  be 
found  in  many  instances  of  business  administration  where 
power  is  exercised  in  co-ordination  with  the  authority  of 
the  total  situation.  (This  is  an  instance  of  ironic  success; 
Niebuhr,  dealing  always  with  the  macroscopic,  has  persua¬ 
sively  argued,  and  not  without  some  basis  in  truth,  that 
“  it  is  the  nature  of  a  business  community  that  it  deals 
with  the  covert  forms  of  power  in  economic  life  and  to  be 
insensible  to  significance  and  the  complexity  of  more  overt 
forms  of  power.”  27)  And  a  sell-correcting  authority  is 
in  evidence  in  some  collective-bargaining  situations  where 
creative  solutions  have  been  evolved.  Our  task  is  to  try 
to  extend  these  promises,  to  functionalize  power  under 
an  authoritative  method,  particularly  in  realms  other  than 
the  political  (i.e.,  the  economic,  the  moral,  even  the  ideal) . 
In  the  political  arena  the  “  common  sense  ”  method  as  self¬ 
improving  authority  is  already  partially  supplementing 
balance  of  power. 

When,  despite  America’s  preponderant  power,  a  creative 
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synthesis  (meaning  no  sacrifice,  no  frustration)  is  wrought 
out  of  a  conflict  of  interests  on  the  international  level, 
there  is  indication  that  the  “  common  sense  ”  authority 
in  our  democratic  ethos  is  beginning  to  brim  over  national 
boundaries  to  functionalize  even  external  power  potentials. 
A  creative  bargaining  context  does  not  require  power 
parity  between  participants  where  the  power  involved  is 
non-coercive.  The  American  democratic  method,  to  be 
sure,  is  peripheral  to  our  power  relations  with  other  coun¬ 
tries.  But  the  ethos  of  that  method  is  conditioning  our 
actions  beyond  our  borders. 

To  many  people,  as  to  Niebuhr,  such  imaginative  opera¬ 
tions  in  external  relations  must  seem  the  result  of  com¬ 
mendable  self-restraint  or  moral  check.  When  carefully 
observed,  however,  they  appear  quite  otherwise:  they  ex¬ 
hibit  a  creative  opening-out  rather  than  a  frustrating 
penting-in,  and  they  show  a  promise  of  progressive  practi¬ 
cal  achievement  in  the  resolution  of  problems.  Beneath 
the  sublime  current  of  disembodied  pretentious  ideologies, 
beneath  the  vague  prescriptions  of  “  inapplicable  ”  re¬ 
ligious  ethics,  beneath  the  shifty  interpretations  of  histori¬ 
cal  ironies,  exists  a  potential  of  the  “  common  sense,” 
workaday  world. 

If  we  would  develop  our  potentialities  we  must  look  into 
the  microscopic  as  well  as  the  macroscopic;  we  must  delve 
into  the  details  beneath  irony.  Our  problems  deserve 
attack  on  all  levels.  Thus,  while  it  is  easy  to  sympathize 
with  Niebuhr’s  disparagement  of  the  pseudo  social  scien¬ 
tists  in  their  pretentious  attempts  to  develop  a  body  of 
wisdom  that  will  make  possible  the  management  of  men 
and  history,  Niebuhr’s  across-the-board  condemnation  of 
all  social  science  is  fantastic.  He  does  it  by  brilliantly 
analyzing  abortive  attempts  at  science  and  by  then  imply- 
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ing  that  the  results  of  his  analysis  apply  to  all  social  science, 
particularly  to  Dewey  and  to  contemporary  sociology  and 
psychology.  His  analysis  and  judgment  are  as  follows: 

Sometimes  the  historical  process  is  conceived  as  a  purely 
natural  one,  in  which  case  all  men  are  regarded  as  merely  the 
instruments  and  fruits  of  the  process.  But  generally  it  is 
assumed  that  some  group  of  men  has  the  intelligence  to  manip¬ 
ulate  and  manage  the  process.  The  excessive  voluntarism 
which  underlies  this  theory  of  an  elite,  explicit  in  communism 
and  implicit  in  some  democratic  theory,  is  encouraged  by  the 
excessive  determinism,  which  assumes  that  most  men  are  crea¬ 
tures  with  simple  determinate  ends  of  life,  and  that  their 
anti-social  ”  tendencies  are  quasi-biological  impulses  and 
inheritances  which  an  astute  social  and  psychological  science 
can  overcome  or  “  redirect  ”  to  what  are  known  as  “  socially 
approved  ”  goals.  .  .  .  This  belief  which  has  found  classic 
expression  in  the  philosophy  of  John  Dewey,  pervades  the 
academic  disciplines  of  sociology  and  psychology.28 

But  why  this  monstrously  incorrect  interpretation  of 
John  Dewey’s  philosophy?  Why  this  flagrantly  indis¬ 
criminate  lumping  of  all  social  science  under  the  banners 
of  the  would-be  managers  of  history?  It  is  a  cry  of  fear, 
a  primary  reaction  to  danger.  A  genuine  social  science  is 
a  direct  threat  to  all  of  Niebuhr’s  cherished  dualistic  illu¬ 
sions  of  transcendence  and  to  his  claim  to  have  divined 
the  nature  of  man’s  depravity.  In  defending  himself, 
Niebuhr  has,  in  effect,  become  an  accomplice  to  Catholic 
efforts,  fair  and  foul,  for  the  defense  of  institutional  in¬ 
terests  against  this  same  cardinal  threat. 

Niebuhr’s  impatience  with  the  specific  assumes  its  full 
dimensions  when  he  breaks  into  a  tirade  against  the  at¬ 
tempt  of  a  group  of  anthropologists  to  ascertain  the  roots 
of  aggressiveness  by  means  of  extensive  research  into  the 
toilet  training  of  children  of  various  national  groups.20 
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“  Significantly,”  Niebuhr  decides,  “  it  has  not  been  deter¬ 
mined  whether  collective  aggressiveness  is  merely  the  cu¬ 
mulation  of  individual  forms  of  aggressiveness  or  whether 
it  is  the  fruit  of  an  undue  docility  among  the  individuals 
of  a  nation  which  provides  fodder  for  the  aggressiveness  of 
its  leaders.”  30  By  the  word  “  significantly  ”  he  implies 
that  inquiry  into  the  specific  is  by  definition  (of  human 
nature)  futile  and  we  might  as  well  desist.  “  When  politi¬ 
cal  science  is  severed  from  its  ancient  rootage  in  the  hu¬ 
manities  and  *  enriched  ’  by  the  wisdom  of  sociologists, 
psychologists  and  anthropologists,  the  result  is  frequently 
a  preoccupation  with  minutiae  which  obscures  the  grand 
and  tragic  outlines  of  contemporary  history,  and  offers 
vapid  solutions  for  profound  problems.”  31  Since  Niebuhr 
has  given  us  the  grand  and  tragic  outlines,  since  he  has 
already  found  the  roots  of  aggressiveness  to  be  planted 
firmly  in  human  nature,  we  can  forget  the  minutiae,  we 
can  cut  inquiry  short.  This  is  obviously  not  what  Niebuhr 
says  in  so  many  words,  but  it  is  present  in  the  air.  And 
it  tends  to  smother  progress  in  the  solving  of  problems. 

As  his  tirades  against  excessive  attention  to  detail  tend 
to  overreach  themselves,  so  do  his  strictures  against  would- 
be  managers  of  history.  They  verge,  in  their  negativism, 
on  the  brink  of  a  paralyzing  do-nothingness  —  think  not, 
strive  not,  but  only  believe!  The  purposes  of  history,  the 
destiny  of  man,  the  will  of  God,  are  indifferent  to  the 
conscious  intents  of  men.  This  is  a  position  not  funda¬ 
mentally  different  from  that  of  Tolstoy  (whom  Niebuhr 
chides  for  his  pessimism)  ,82  which  makes  people  the  pawns 
of  history  and  their  purposes  totally  irrelevent. 

The  irony  of  irony  is  that  Niebuhr's  wisdom,  with  its 
claim  to  a  final  insight  into  human  nature,  should  culmi¬ 
nate  in  the  foolishness  —  avoided  by  “  common  sense  ”  — 
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of  discouraging  rational  and  moral  effort  at  improving  the 
estate  of  man.  The  hidden  fault,  in  this  final  case,  is  un¬ 
veiled  when  the  pretense  is  seen  to  have  become,  as  pre¬ 
tenses  will,  a  dogma  —  not  a  simple  doubt  of  human  ability 
but  a  dogma  of  arbitrary  limitation  upon  human  existence. 
The  ultimate  outcome  of  this  kind  of  wisdom,  this  kind 
of  thinking,  is  self-frustration  —  unnecessary  self-frustra¬ 
tion,  dissipation  of  specifically  human  resources.  What 
wisdom  dare  direct  men  to  hypnotize  themselves  with  para¬ 
dox  while  there  still  remains  the  living  option  of  directing 
rational  and  moral  effort  toward  the  development  of  what¬ 
ever  promise  humanity  shows?  The  end  is  not  yet. 
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The  last  few  years  have  seen  a  determined  effort  on  the 
part  of  would-be  organizers  of  American  conservatism,  no¬ 
tably  Russell  Kirk,1  to  establish  Niebuhr  as  one  of  the 
proud  displays  of  American  conservatism.  Such  a  classi¬ 
fication  of  Niebuhr  in  face  of  his  earlier  radicalism  and  his 
present  advocacy  of  radical,  though  gradual  changes,  de¬ 
rives  in  no  small  part  from  the  opinion  of  the  organizers 
of  the  new  conservatism  that  “  the  religious  man,  whatever 
his  party  allegiance  or  outward  politics,  in  some  consider¬ 
able  degree  is  at  heart  a  conservative,  for  he  appeals  to  an 
authority  beyond  the  vanity  of  Demos  or  Expediency  and 
he  trusts  in  the  wisdom  of  our  ancestors  and  in  enduring 
values.”  2  And  it  finds  its  plausibility  in  recent  writings  of 
Niebuhr  which  have  expressed  appreciation  for  some  as¬ 
pects  of  the  conservative  creed,3  found  fault  in  some  aspects 
of  democratic  socialism,4  and  carried  on  a  continuous  of¬ 
fensive  against  “  extreme  voluntarism  ”  with  its  abstract 
schemes  for  social  reform. 

It  is  very  easy  to  oversimplify  Niebuhr’s  views.  Indeed, 
it  has  come  to  the  point  where  almost  any  statement  about 
his  views  is  challenged  from  some  quarter  as  not  having 
“  done  justice  to  the  complexities  of  ”  his  thought.  A  par¬ 
ticular  stumbling  block  in  this  respect  is  Niebuhr’s  way  of 
emphasizing  different  portions  of  his  analysis  of  the  human 
situation  at  different  times  according  to  what  he  believes 
to  be  currently  needed  for  social  correction. 


Postscript  193 

Niebuhr  clearly  does  not  fall  into  the  camp  of  conser¬ 
vatism  in  the  field  of  American  daily  politics.  His  inclina¬ 
tion  is,  if  anything,  more  obviously  in  the  direction  of  the 
welfare  state.  He  is  not  satisfied  with  the  current  internal 
balance  of  power  or  the  inequality  and  conformity  it  de¬ 
mands.  As  he  says,  “  Any  conservatism  which  is  merely 
interested  in  the  preservation  of  some  status  quo  would  be 
anathema  for  any  one  who  had  drawn  inspiration  from  the 
Old  Testament  prophets.” 5 

Niebuhr  particularly  distrusts  American  conservatism, 
which  he  considers  “nothing  more  than  a  decadent  lib¬ 
eralism/’  6  “  American  conservatism,”  he  contends,  “  is 

not  conservative  at  all  in  the  traditional  sense;  it  is  a  part 
of  the  traditional  liberal  movement  and  it  exhibits  the  de¬ 
fects  of  its  creed;  but  it  has  not  retained  many  of  its  vir¬ 
tues.”  7  The  liberal  creed,  he  feels,  was  a  weapon  devel¬ 
oped  by  the  bourgeois  class  in  its  fight  against  the  old 
feudal  aristocracy.  The  freedom  from  aristocratic  society 
gained  as  a  result  of  the  American  Revolution  left  Amer¬ 
ica  without  a  truly  conservative  creed,  leaving  the  right 
wing  of  this  liberal  view  to  develop  into  a  “  conservatism  ” 
of  the  business  community  dedicated  to  resisting  innova¬ 
tion  and  to  defending  laissez  faire.8 

The  occupation  of  sorting  people  into  neat  categories  of 
conservatives  and  liberals  and  radicals  and  reactionaries, 
with  perhaps  refinements  of  hyphenated  sub-categories 
plus  prefixes  of  “  neo,”  tends  to  be  a  fruitless  trade  in 
vanity  goods.  It  is  a  vocation  well  left  to  those  who  have 
direct  stake  in  the  organizing  of  group  processes.  Most 
of  us  in  any  case  defy  logic  or  history  (whichever  is  the 
basis  for  setting  bounds  to  the  categories)  by  stubbornly 
maintaining  ourselves  in  two  or  many  groups  at  once. 
And  Niebuhr  is  among  us. 
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Niebuhr’s  latest  book,  The  Self  and  the  Dramas  of  His¬ 
tory,  is  the  writing  of  a  man  who,  having  settled  upon  his 
doctrine,  has  now  settled  in  to  preach  it  with  as  grand  a 
manner  as  he  can  muster.  However,  at  the  same  time  it 
reveals  glimpses  of  a  slow  movement  in  his  thought,  a 
movement  made  up  of  conservative  tendencies  which  are 
not  merely  timely  emphases  for  sermonizing’s  sake.  As 
noted  above 9  there  is  a  fundamental  conservatism  at¬ 
tached  to  his  basic  assumptions  and  central  concepts.  The 
same  attitude  deeply  infects  his  philosophy  of  history  and 
then  comes  to  the  surface  in  prescriptions  for  social  health 
and  in  defenses  for  the  status  quo. 

Complete  with  brave  overabstract  oversimplification,10 
The  Self  and  the  Dramas  of  History  surveys  modern  West¬ 
ern  history  as  a  dramatic  encounter  between  Biblical- 
Hebraic  and  Hellenic  components  of  our  culture,11  in¬ 
cidentally  complicated  by  the  development  of  technics. 
The  Biblical-Hebraic  component  views  history  as  drama, 
respects  the  organic  aspects  or  forms  of  life  and  society,  ac¬ 
cepts  divine  providence,  piously  bases  historical  revelation 
in  the  mystery  of  creation  and  has  an  essentially  tradi¬ 
tional  outlook.  The  Hellenic  component  looks  for  struc¬ 
ture  in  history,  glorifies  the  artifacts  of  man’s  reason  and 
will,  considers  man  the  master  of  historical  destiny,  ration- 
alistically  approaches  history  ontological ly  from  the  idea  of 
being  and  has  an  essentially  voluntaristic  outlook.  Nie¬ 
buhr  retains  his  regular  dialectical  position  by  seeing 
virtue  in  both  parts  of  our  cultural  heritage. 

From  the  rational  (Hellenistic)  side  he  tries  to  uphold 
the  dialectic  by  insisting  that  we  must  think  rigorously.12 
For  example,  he  contends  that,  “  for  the  fulfillment  of  our 
task  [of  integrating  the  world  community]  it  is  obvious 
that  we  require  all  the  instruments  of  rational  discrimina- 
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tion  which  our  various  social  and  historical  sciences  are  able 
to  develop.”  13  But  on  the  other  hand  one  of  the  prime 
intents  of  the  book  is  to  expose  the  tendency  of  the  Hel¬ 
lenistic  side  of  our  culture  to  be  overconfident  in  the 
efficacy  of  artifact.  It  goes  so  far  as  to  insist  that  “  the  chief 
problem  [of  the  world]  arises  from  our  inclination  to  ac¬ 
centuate  all  the  errors  and  illusions  of  Western  civilization 
in  regard  to  man’s  mastery  of  historical  destiny.”  14  It 
clearly  discards  the  Hellenic  view  of  man  and  bestows  su¬ 
preme  favor  on  the  “  historical  ”  (Biblical-Hebraic)  view 
of  the  “self”  —  which  turns  out  to  be  the  creature  de¬ 
scribed  in  The  Nature  and  Destiny  of  Man .  And  it  cham¬ 
pions  a  corresponding  view  of  history  which  finds  history 
to  be  the  bearer  of  deep  meanings  not  to  be  arrived  at  by 
reason  —  as  if  there  were  such  a  thing  as  pure  reason. 

There  is  a  vast  difference  between  learning  from  his¬ 
tory,  from  experience,  benefiting  from  what  others  have 
learned,  and  accepting  history  as  the  bearer  of  meanings 
that  surpass  our  understanding.  History  may  not  fit  into 
neat  logical  categories,  but  there  is  great  danger  in  un¬ 
critically  accepting  its  supposed  frame  of  meaning  as  final 
wisdom.  Niebuhr  of  course  does  not  eschew  the  process 
of  thought  for  the  analysis  of  history,  but  he  has  often 
enough  and  in  enough  different  contexts,  repeated  the  bit 
about  foolish  wise  men  failing  to  understand  the  wisdom 
of  history  that  it  is  safe  to  say  that  he  contributes  to  the 
tendency  to  venerate  rather  than  analyze  history.  [And 
this  is  said  in  full  awareness  of  Niebuhr’s  own  cautions 
against  undue  reverence.] 

Niebuhr  has  returned  home  from  his  jaunty  travels 
through  history  with  a  deepened  appreciation  of  the  wis¬ 
dom  carried  by  tradition.  He  is  impressed  with  “  the  posi¬ 
tive  contribution  of  traditional  societies  in  restraining 
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self-interest  by  historically  established  norms  and  by  set¬ 
ting  limits  to  the  inordinate  ambitions  of  men.”  15  He 
makes  an  oversimple  opposition  between  “  traditional  ” 
and  “ voluntaristic  ”  societies,  the  one  aware  of  the  “or¬ 
ganic  ”  factors  in  the  human  situation,  the  other  given  to 
dreaming  up  “  artifacts  ”  without  base  in  human  nature. 
The  opposition  seems  to  become  an  either-or  proposition 
and  he  makes  his  choice  without  considering  that  there 
may  be  middle  grounds.  Of  course  he  dialectically  bal¬ 
ances  this  with  the  “  duty  to  challenge  the  inherited  tra¬ 
ditions  ”  and  the  “  obligation  to  exercise  discriminate 
judgement  in  rearranging  or  reconstructing  any  scheme  of 
togetherness  which  has  been  faulty  in  providing  justice.” 16 

Nevertheless,  in  sympathy  with  this  appreciation  of  tra¬ 
dition  and  as  marks  of  conservative  tendency,  we  now  find 
signs  of  renewed  respect  for  property,  privilege,  status. 
“  The  two  instruments  of  property  and  social  stratifica¬ 
tion  ...  are  necessary  instruments  of  justice  and  order, 
and  yet  both  are  fruitful  of  injustice,”  he  says.17  Conser¬ 
vatism  shows  in  this  statement  —  not  through  the  em¬ 
phasis  on  property  and  status  as  historical  tools  for  reten¬ 
tion  of  justice,  after  all  this  is  balanced  by  cautions  of  the 
injustice  also  implicit  in  them,  but  through  the  conviction 
that  the  more  things  change  the  more  they  are  the  same. 
The  attitude  of  fundamental  conservatism  expressed  in  the 
assumption  of  unchangeable  factors — hybris ,  power  — 
reappears  on  the  lowly  level.  The  real  possibilities  of 
converting  status  from  a  rigid  aspect  of  personality  to  a 
more  flexible  adjunct  of  function,  from  hierarchy  con¬ 
structed  around  persons  to  organization  arranged  and  re¬ 
arranged  in  respect  to  jobs  to  be  done  and  problems  to  be 
solved,  is  thereby  obscured. 

Niebuhr  is  now  explicit  in  his  respect  for  European 
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traditional  conservatism,  especially  of  the  British  variety. 
His  position  might  be  described,  with  qualification  of  the 
final  term,  as  Burke  plus  universal  suffrage  minus  status 
quo.ls  What  he  appreciates  in  traditional  conservatism  is 
its  realistic  understanding  of  power,  its  appreciation  of 
contingency  in  history,  its  full  acceptance  of  the  whole  or¬ 
ganic  self,  its  restriction  of  policy  to  limited  and  forseeable 
ends.  As  Kenneth  Thompson  says,  Niebuhr  has  taken 
over  Burke's  “  prudence  "  as  “  first  in  the  rank  of  political 
virtues."  19 

The  final  indication  of  conservatism  in  Niebuhr's 
thought  is  not  a  tendency  but  a  long  standing,  confirmed 
defense  of  the  status  quo.  This  is  his  persistent  opposition 
to  the  extension  of  the  scientific  method  into  the  realms 
of  moral  concern,  about  which  much  has  already  been  said 
in  this  volume.  His  attitude  here  is  clearly  due  to  a  fail¬ 
ure  to  understand.  He  continues  to  restrict  science  to 
“  civilization  "  and  to  exclude  it  from  “  culture,"  that  is, 
to  consider  it  merely  a  “context,"  a  technical  context  for 
the  cultural  conflicts  of  modern  times,20  and  thus  betrays 
himself  into  a  distorted  and  oversimplified  recounting  of 
Western  history.  He  falsely  persists  in  believing  the  scien¬ 
tific  method  to  be  a  necessarily  ontological  endeavor  en¬ 
gaged  in  the  search  for  causes,  indissoluably  connected 
with  prediction,  dealing  exclusively  with  sense  data  for 
facts  and  requiring  an  objective  detachment  of  scientist 
from  subject-matter.21  It  is  of  course  true  that  many  scien¬ 
tists  themselves  fall  into  these  common  errors.  By  per¬ 
petuation  of  this  status  quo  which  declares  false  “  limits  " 
for  science,  however,  Sin  postpones  the  day  when  Science, 
meaning  a  social  scientific  method,  will  be  equipped  to 
supplant  our  present  crude,  ad  hoc  methods  of  attack  on 
social  problems. 


Notes 

Full  titles  and  publication  data  of  books  and  articles  here  referred  to  by 
the  author’s  surname  will  be  found  in  the  Bibliography  (pp.  221-34) . 


Chapter  One 

Introduction:  Retreat  from  Reason 

1  Sperry,  p.  200. 

2  As  early  as  1927  Niebuhr  was  bothered  by  this  separation:  “It  seems 
to  me  rather  unfortunate  that  we  must  depend  upon  the  *  publicans  ’  for 
our  social  conscience  to  so  great  a  degree  while  the  4  saints  '  develop  their 
private  virtues  and  let  the  city  as  such  fry  in  its  iniquities.”  Cynic ,  p.  144. 

3  D.  R.  Davies  puts  it  this  way:  44  The  inevitable  tendency  of  Niebuhr's 
work  ...  is  toward  the  sharpening  of  the  issue  of  Church  versus  World.” 
Davies,  p.  100.  If  this  is  true,  Niebuhr’s  work  is  having  effects  somewhat 
tangential  to  his  express  aims.  He  has  probably  spilled  as  much  ink 
damning  churches  as  institutions  as  he  has  castigating  any  other  single 
comparable  phenomenon. 

*  Ibid. 

5  Niebuhr,  Cynic,  p.  152. 

6  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  173. 

7  Niebuhr,  Cynic,  pp.  56-57. 

s  Niebuhr,  however,  develops  a  distinctive  natural  law  of  his  own. 
See  pp.  71-72  below. 

9  Cf.  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  Chap.  11. 

10  Reason’s  rebuttal  to  the  irrationalists’  contentions  has  been  well 
handled  by  L.  Harold  DeWolf,  The  Religious  Revolt  Against  Reason,  and 
by  Arthur  E.  Murphy,  The  Uses  of  Reason. 

Chapter  Two 
The  Chains  of  Dogma 

1  “  To  say  that  He  is  the  Creator  of  the  World  means  that  the  proc¬ 
esses  of  nature  and  history  are  not  self-derived  and  self-explanatory.” 
Niebuhr,  Europe’s  Catastrophe,  pp.  26-27. 

2  Ibid.,  p.  30. 

3  Niebuhr,  Human  Nature,  p.  3. 

4  Ibid.,  pp.  26-27. 

5  44  Any  careful  reading  of  the  works  of  Thomas  Aquinas  must  impress 
the  thoughtful  student  with  the  element  of  pretension  which  informs  the 
flowering  of  the  Catholic  faith  in  the  4  golden  ’  thirteenth  century.  .  .  . 
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The  mysteries  of  the  human  soul  and  spirit  are  mastered  and  rationally 
defined  in  the  most  meticulous  terms.  .  .  .  The  new  age  of  science  at¬ 
tempted  an  even  more  rigorous  denial  of  mystery.”  Niebuhr,  Signs  of  the 
Times,  p.  158. 

6  Niebuhr,  Europe* s  Catastrophe,  p.  30. 

7  Ibid.,  p.  22. 

s  Niebuhr,  Human  Nature,  p.  252. 

»  In  his  books  before  Human  Nature,  Niebuhr  does  not  consider  the 
sin  prior  to  sin;  it  seems  to  be  a  later  refinement  of  thought. 

10  Niebuhr,  Human  Nature ,  p.  242. 

11  Niebuhr,  Christian  Ethics,  p.  76. 

12  Niebuhr,  Europe's  Catastrophe,  p.  28. 

13  Niebuhr  is  not  sure  whether  the  “  positive  ”  and  “  negative  ”  are 
two  types  of  sin  or  whether  one  is  derived  from  the  other.  Cf.  Beyond 
Tragedy,  p.  296.  In  Human  Nature,  the  sin  of  sensuality  is  developed 
into  a  three-faceted  affair:  an  extension  of  self-love,  an  effort  to  escape 
the  self,  and  an  effort  to  escape  the  confusion  of  sin  and  guilt.  Cf. 
Niebuhr,  Human  Nature,  pp.  228-40. 

14  Augustine,  Confessions,  Book  III,  Par.  VIII. 

is  Ibid.,  Book  VII,  Par.  XIII. 

16  Ibid.,  Book  VII,  Par.  XVII. 

17  Niebuhr.  Human  Nature,  p.  258. 

18  J?6°- 

19  “  To  an  external  observer  no  conscious  choice  of  evil  is  ever  dis¬ 
cernible.  There  is  always  a  previous  condition  or  the  force  of  an  ante¬ 
cedent  impulse  which  seems  to  offer  a  complete  explanation  of  the  in¬ 
evitability  of  the  act.  .  .  .  The  full  dimension  of  depth  in  which  all 
human  actions  transpire  is  disclosed  only  in  introspection.”  Niebuhr, 
Christian  Ethics,  p.  80. 

20  Niebuhr,  Human  Nature,  p.  4. 

21  Ibid.,  p.  27. 

22  Niebuhr,  Europe's  Catastrophe,  pp.  18-19. 

23  Niebuhr,  Social  Work,  p.  69. 

24  44  The  fatal  error  of  rationalistic  humanism  is  its  failure  to  recognize 
that  reason  is  universal  only  in  purely  formal  terms.  Logic  and  mathemat¬ 
ics  may  be  universal;  but  no  judgment  which  fills  logical  forms  with  ma¬ 
terial  content  is  universal.”  Niebuhr,  Beyond  Tragedy,  p.  236. 

25  Niebuhr  has  not  been  consistent  in  his  use  of  the  term  “reason.” 
In  some  of  his  earlier  works  it  is  indistinguishable  from  what  he  now 
calls  “  spirit  ”  (see  e.g.,  Christian  Ethics,  p.  76) .  I  have  here  relied  pri¬ 
marily  on  his  use  of  the  term  in  Human  Nature,  which  is  his  present 
view.  Where  this  difficulty  of  inconsistency  has  been  encountered  in  later 
chapters  I  have  accordingly  “  translated,”  where  necessary,  the  old  usage 
to  fit  the  present  description  of  man. 

26  Dewey  and  Bentley  clarify  the  concept  very  nicely  by  reduction  to 
the  simplest  case.  “  Suppose  a  man  engaged  in  but  one  transaction  and 
that  with  but  one  other  man,  and  this  all  his  life  long.  Would  he  be 
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viewed  in  distinction  from  that  transaction  or  from  that  other  man? 
Hardly.”  Dewey  and  Bentley,  Knowing  and  the  Known,  p.  138. 

27  For  illustration  of  the  transactional  approach  as  it  can  fruitfully  be 
used  in  business  and  industry,  see  Mary  Follett,  Dynamic  Administration. 
Her  terminology  is  different,  but  her  approach  is  mainly  transactional. 

28  See  page  32  below  for  a  discussion  of  meaning  as  seen  by  Niebuhr. 

29  “  Potentially ,  perhaps,  man  has  remained  more  or  less  constant  in 
certain  gross  features  of  his  emotional  make-up.  .  .  .  But  actually,  instead 
of  being  aloof,  man  has  been  the  very  creature  of  his  surroundings,  and 
his  supposedly  impregnable  human  nature  has  undergone  fantastic  acro¬ 
batics,  not  merely  from  one  millennium  to  another,  but  from  war  to  war, 
treaty  to  treaty,  and  even  from  one  ruler  (or  election)  to  the  next.” 
Geiger,  “  Dewey’s  Social  and  Political  Philosophy,”  p.  350. 

so  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  160. 

31  Dewey,  Freedom  and  Culture,  p.  108.  Cf.  also  Human  Nature  and 
Conduct,  Chap.  5.  Dewey  uses  for  historical  example  Hobbes  with  fear, 
and  Plato,  the  archetype,  with  his  threefold  human  nature  explicitly 
drawn  from  the  three-faceted  society  of  the  city-state  wherein  man  was 
seen  writ  large. 

32  Sperry,  p.  180.  Similar  appraisals  of  Niebuhr  are  made  by  Lewis, 
Morals  and  the  New  Theology,  p.  120;  and  Murphy,  p.  206.  Following 
Murphy,  Niebuhr’s  preoccupation  can  be  classed  as  part  of  the  post 
World  War  I  reaction  against  propaganda,  a  reaction  that  swung  to  the 
opposite  extreme  of  doubting  all  ideologies  as  “  rationalizations  ”  — 
Niebuhr’s  “  ideological  taint.” 

33  For  example,  love  of  power  is  an  important  part  of  our  present 
democratic  process  as  it  operates  in  the  job  competition  of  candidates 
for  office.  A  certain  amount  of  pride  is  essential  to  achievement.  And 
pride  is  important  to  the  cohesion  of  the  small  group.  Anyone  who  has 
observed  the  operation  of  local  government  will  have  noticed  the  im¬ 
portance  of  pride  in  locality  for  any  sort  of  local  accomplishment.  Other 
observers  of  man  have  found  in  this  same  urge  of  divine  unrest,  of  man’s 
striving  to  surpass  his  accomplishments,  a  source  of  creative  behavior. 

34  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  page  viii. 

35  Niebuhr,  Europe’s  Catastrophe,  p.  8. 

36  Niebuhr,  Why  the  Christian  Church  Is  Not  Pacifist,  p.  13. 

37  Jacobson,  p.  241. 

38  .  a  limited  rational  validation  of  the  truth  of  the  Gospel  is 
possible.  .  .  .  Negatively  the  Gospel  must  and  can  be  validated  by  ex¬ 
ploring  the  limits  of  historic  forms  of  wisdom  and  virtue.  Positively  it 
is  validated  when  the  truth  of  faith  is  correlated  with  all  truths  which 
may  be  known  by  scientific  and  philosophical  disciplines  and  proves  itself 
a  resource  for  coordinating  them  into  a  deeper  and  wider  system  of 
coherence.”  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  152. 

39  44  Unfortunately,  for  all  their  talk  of  appeal  to  experience,  direct 
or  indirect,  religious  experimentalists  dare  not  appeal  to  any  experience 
of  sufficiently  determinate  character  to  permit  of  definite  tests.  There  is 
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a  certain  wisdom  in  this  reluctance.  For  if  experience  can  confirm  a  be¬ 
lief,  it  can  also  disprove  it.  But  to  most  supernaturalists  the  latter  is  an 
inadmissible  possibility.  We  therefore  find  that  the  kind  of  experience 
to  which  reference  is  made  is  not  only  unique  but  uniquely  self-authen¬ 
ticating/-  Hook,  “  The  New  Failure  of  Nerve/'  p.  7. 

40  44 .  .  .  all  relevant  problems  had  been  mooted.  Then  came  the 
unanswerable  puzzles,  the  paradoxes  that  always  mark  the  limit  of  what 
a  generative  idea,  an  intellectual  vision,  will  do.  The  exhausted  Chris¬ 
tian  mind  rested  its  case,  and  philosophy  became  a  reiteration  and  ever- 
weakening  justification  of  faith."  Langer,  p.  8. 

41  Niebuhr,  Human  Destiny ,  p.  97. 

42  it  seems  inevitable  to  me  that,  if  all  man’s  thoughts  and  actions  are 
tainted  by  sin,  so  are  his  experiences  (except  for  brief  moments  of 
grace) .  I  don't  see  how  the  truth  could  conform  to,  much  less  organize, 
even  the  experience  of  the  converted. 

43  Davies,  page  ix. 

44  Niebuhr,  Human  Nature ,  p  3. 

45  Ibid.,  p.  38. 

46  Ibid.,  p.  120. 

47  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  178. 

48  Niebuhr,  Human  Destiny,  p.  213. 

49  An  excellent  example  of  Niebuhr's  use  of  paradox  may  be  seen  in 
an  excerpt  he  takes  from  Kierkegaard:  “  Truth  [in  the  human  situation] 
is  exactly  the  identity  of  choosing  and  determining  and  of  being  chosen 
and  determined.  What  I  choose  I  do  not  determine,  for  if  it  were  not 
determined  I  could  not  choose  it;  and  yet  if  I  did  not  determine  it 
through  my  choice  I  would  not  really  choose  it.  It  is:  if  it  were  not  I 
could  not  choose  it.  It  is  not:  but  becomes  reality  through  my  choice,  or 
else  my  choice  were  an  illusion.  ...  I  choose  the  Absolute?  What  is 
the  Absolute?  I  am  that  myself  the  eternal  personality.  .  .  .  But  what 
is  this  myself?  ...  It  is  the  most  abstract  and  yet  at  the  same  time  the 
most  concrete  of  all  realities.  It  is  freedom  "  (from  Entweder  Oder  Band, 
II,  p.  182) .  Niebuhr,  Human  Nature,  p.  163.  This  is  allegedly  a  suc¬ 
cinct  statement  of  the  paradox  of  human  freedom. 

so  Niebuhr,  Human  Destiny,  p.  50. 

51  Ibid.,  p.  123.  ^ 

52  Ibid.,  pp.  218,  246. 

53  Niebuhr,  Human  Nature,  p.  263. 

54  cf.  Thelen,  pp.  82-83,  114-15.  Thelen  interprets  Niebuhr’s  dia¬ 
lectic  as  centering  around  the  concept  of  sin,  with  sin  (the  antithesis  of 
freedom)  destroyed  by  God  in  the  synthesis.  I  have  not  been  able  to  agree 
with  this  interpretation  of  Niebuhr’s  dialectic.  It  is  unlikely  that  he 
would  handle  the  dialectic  so  that  sometimes  the  antithesis  is  incorporated 
in  the  synthesis  and  sometimes  it  is  destroyed. 

6  5  44  The  relation  between  the  truth,  apprehended  in  God's  self-dis¬ 
closure,  and  the  truth  about  life  which  men  deduce  through  a  rational 
organization  of  their  experience,  might  best  be  clarified  through  the  anal- 
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ogy  of  our  knowledge  about  other  persons.  We  know  what  we  know  about 
other  persons,  partly  through  an  observation  of  their  behavior.  But  hu¬ 
man  personality,  unlike  animal  life,  has  a  depth  and  uniqueness  which 
cannot  be  understood  purely  in  terms  of  external  behavior.  The  depth 
is  partly  comprehended  by  assuming  that  the  depths  of  self-consciousness 
within  ourselves  correspond  to  that  in  the  other  person.  The  uniqueness 
of  the  other  person  is  partly  falsified,  however,  by  our  effort  to  understand 
him  in  terms  which  we  have  drawn  from  the  knowledge  of  ourselves.” 
Niebuhr,  Human  Destiny,  p.  64. 

56  Niebuhr,  Beyond  Tragedy,  p.  5. 

57  Ibid.,  p.  10. 

58  Ibid.,  pp.  12-13. 

59  **  Not  that  there  are  no  ineffable  experiences,  but  to  ground  the 
judgment  of  all  human  conduct  on  that  which  is  clearly  unspeakable 
suggests  an  obscurity  and  fuzziness  in  which  flourishes  sentimentalism, 
if  nothing  worse.”  Geiger,  “  Philosophic  Humanism  Today,”  p.  461. 

so  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  48. 

61  Niebuhr,  Cynic,  p.  141. 

62  If  human  nature  were  completely  predetermined  and  constant, 
Niebuhr  could  (possibly)  have  derived  all  truth  and  meaning  from 
Scripture.  As  man’s  nature  is  not  completely  set  but  may  change  “  within 
limits,”  Niebuhr  has  been  able  to  discover  revealed  truths  in  history  since 
Christ. 

63  McCown,  p.  157.  McCown  also  deplores  Niebuhr’s  use  of  “  mean¬ 
ing  ”  and  suggests  that  meaning  implies  that  a  question  has  been  an¬ 
swered  or  a  confusion  or  obscurity  removed. 

64  Loomer,  p.  91.  Cf.  also  Macintosh’s  opinion  in  respect  to  Karl 
Barth,  in  The  Problem  of  Religious  Knowledge,  pp.  343-44. 

65  Banning,  p.  1322. 

66  Ibid.,  p.  1322. 

67  Barth,  p.  203. 

68  Niebuhr,  “  An  Answer  to  Karl  Barth,”  p.  235. 

69  Sperry,  pp.  167-68. 

70  Ibid.,  pp.  31-32. 

71  Ibid.,  p.  194. 

72  Ibid.,  pp.  204-05. 

73  Tillich,  p.  733.  In  contrast,  C.  C.  Morrison  celebrates  neo-ortho¬ 
doxy  as  an  extension  of  the  spirit  of  liberalism  beyond  the  point  at  which 
“  static  liberalism  ”  has  stagnated.  By  reviving  revelation,  “  by  distin¬ 
guishing  the  Bible  from  the  revelation,  and  finding  the  primary  locus 
of  the  revelation  in  the  living  historical  experience  of  which  the  Bible 
is  the  product  [‘  the  reflecting  mirror  ’],  it  set  man  free  to  exercise  his 
intelligence  in  reading  the  Bible.”  Morrison,  p.  731. 

74  Niebuhr,  “  Coherence,  Incoherence,  and  Christian  Faith,”  p.  165. 

75  Ibid.,  p.  165. 

76  Ibid.,  p.  163. 

77  In  Chapter  4. 
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78  Niebuhr,  44  Coherence,  Incoherence,  and  Christian  Faith,”  pp.  155-56. 

79  Jacobson,  p.  260. 

so  Banning,  p.  1322. 

81  Banning,  p.  1322. 

82  Klausner,  pp.  229-30.  See  DeWolf,  pp.  203-11,  for  an  able  refuta¬ 
tion  of  this  belief. 

83  Klausner,  p.  230. 

84  Cf.  DeWolf,  p.  114. 

86  Cf.  Murphy,  pp.  10-12.  For  a  detailed  point-by-point  refutation  of 
the  irrationalists’  case  against  reason  see  DeWolf’s  The  Religious  Revolt 
Against  Reason.  It  is  a  thorough  rebuttal,  unfortunately  limited  by  the 
circumscribed  understanding  of  social  science  which  the  author  shares 
with  Niebuhr. 

so  Niebuhr,  44  Coherence,  Incoherence,  and  Christian  Faith,”  p.  164. 

87  Murphy,  p.  12. 

88  Sperry,  p.  183.  As  Sperry  points  out,  44  anti-intellectualism  mani¬ 
fests  itself  most  often  in  times  of  intellectual  perplexity  and  among  per¬ 
sons  who  are  intellectually  sophisticated  rather  than  naively  simple.” 
Sperry,  p.  182. 

89  44  A  free  decision  need  not  be  uncaused  or  self-caused,  as  has  mis¬ 
takenly  been  supposed,  but  it  must  be  caused  by  the  self  and  therefore 
not  fully  determined  apart  from  the  specific  contribution  which  the  man 
as  a  self  or  person  makes  to  its  determination.”  Murphy,  p.  122.  See  also 
Murphy,  p.  278;  and  Dewey,  Logic :  The  Theory  of  Inquiry,  especially 
Chap.  22. 

"  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  165. 

01  44  Formally  there  can  be  of  course  no  conflict  between  logic  and 
truth.  The  laws  of  logic  are  reason’s  guard  against  chaos  in  the  realm 
of  truth.  They  eliminate  contradictory  assertions.  But  there  is  no  re¬ 
source  in  logical  rules  to  help  us  understand  complex  phenomena,  ex¬ 
hibiting  characteristics  which  seem  to  require  that  they  be  placed  into 
contradictory  categories  of  reason.  Loyalty  to  all  the  facts  may  require 
a  provisional  defiance  of  logic,  lest  complexity  in  the  facts  of  experience 
be  denied  for  the  sake  of  a  premature  logical  consistency.  Hegel’s  4  dia¬ 
lectic’  is  a  logic  invented  for  the  purpose  of  doing  justice  to  the  fact  of 
*  becoming  ’  as  a  phenomenon  which  belongs  into  the  category  of  neither 
4  being  ’  nor  4  non-being.’  ”  Niebuhr,  Human  Nature,  pp.  262-63. 

98  Murphy  comments,  rather  superficially:  44  Mr.  Niebuhr  appears  to 
know  a  good  deal  about  this  incomprehensible  reality,  which  proves,  in 
fact,  to  be  of  a  recognizably  Calvinistic  complexion  and  to  require  of  men 
something  much  more  specific  than  the  unqualified  affirmation  of  its  in¬ 
comprehensible  transcendence.  Perhaps  he  is  right  in  this  but  how  are 
we  to  know?  And  how  is  he  to  know?  For  while  the  transcendent  reality 
may  indeed  pronounce  judgment  from  a  standpoint  beyond  all  human 
standards,  it  is  hard  to  see  how  Mr.  Niebuhr  can  pretend  to  do  so  with¬ 
out  exhibiting  the  sin  of  pride  in  its  most  sinful  form.”  Murphy,  p.  332. 

98  In  view  of  the  Marxist  influence  on  Niebuhr’s  thought,  it  is  of  inter- 
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est  to  point  out  the  similarity  of  this  dialectic  to  the  Marxian  belief  in  the 
inevitability  of  Communism  and  the  moral  duty  to  further  it.  Niebuhr's 
sin  and  responsibility  have  a  reverse  twist  but  the  same  emotional  over¬ 
tones. 

94  .  .  when  it  comes  to  convincing  men  of  the  truth  of  doctrines 

which  are  no  longer  to  be  accepted  upon  the  say-so  of  custom  and  social 
authority,  but  which  also  are  not  capable  of  empirical  verification,  there 
is  no  recourse  save  to  magnify  the  signs  of  rigorous  thought  and  rigid 
demonstration."  Dewey,  Reconstruction  in  Philosophy,  p.  20. 

ss  Communist  moral  pressure  to  work  towards  an  inevitable  goal  has 
led  to  uncritical  planning  and  striving,  to  a  divorce  of  means  and  ends, 
and  has  resulted  in  missing  the  X  marked  44  classless  society,"  hitting  in¬ 
stead  on  dictatorship.  Will  not  Niebuhr's  moral  exhortations  to  work 
against  an  inevitable  force  result  in  equally  uncritical  and  undirected 
strivings? 

96  Recent  anthropological  studies  have  lifted  this  interpretation  of 
human  nature  well  out  of  the  abyss  of  unbased  assumption  to  the  status 
of  respectable  scientific  hypothesis.  Cf.,  e.g.,  Benedict,  Patterns  of  Culture 
Chap.  8;  and  44  Human  Nature  Is  Not  a  Trap,"  pp.  159-64. 


Chapter  Three 

Experimentalism  Between  Two  Christs 

1  Niebuhr,  Human  Destiny,  p.  3. 

2  Ibid.,  p.  36. 

3  Ibid.,  p.  16. 

4  44  It  is  possible  for  a  character,  event  or  fact  of  history  to  point  sym¬ 
bolically  beyond  history  and  to  become  a  source  of  disclosure  of  an  eter¬ 
nal  meaning,  purpose  and  power  which  bears  history."  Niebuhr,  Human 
Destiny,  p.  61. 

5  Ibid.,  p.  56. 

6  Ibid.,  pp.  76-78. 

7  Ibid.,  p.  110. 

s  Ibid.,  p.  300.  44  Christianity  .  .  .  knows  by  faith  of  some  events  in 
history,  in  which  the  transcendent  source  and  end  of  the  whole  panorama 
of  history  is  disclosed."  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  22. 

9  Niebuhr,  Human  Destiny,  p.  118. 

10  Loc.  cit. 

11  Ibid.,  p.  137. 

12  ibid.,  p.  142.  44  The  medieval-Catholic  synthesis  is  inadequate  be¬ 
cause  it  rested  upon  a  compromise  between  the  twofold  aspects  of  grace. 
It  arrested  the  fullest  development  of  each  aspect.  Its  conception  of  the 
fulfillment  of  life  was  marred  by  its  confinement  of  the  power  of  grace  to 
a  human-historical  institution."  Ibid.,  pp.  207-08. 

is  Ibid.,  p.  159. 

14  Ibid.,  p.  169. 
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15  ibid.,  p.  200. 

is  Ibid.,  p.  207. 

17  Ibid.,  p.  156. 

is  Ibid.,  p.  2 1 1 . 

is  Ibid.,  pp.  291-93. 

20  Ibid.,  p.  295. 

21  Jacobson,  p.  241. 

22  •*  Paradoxes  .  .  .  are  useful  so  long  as  we  look  for  the  truth,  not  in 
them,  but  in  a  new  rational  synthesis  beyond  them.”  DeWolf,  p.  142. 

23  Klausner,  p.  228. 

24  Macintosh,  The  Problem  of  Religious  Knowledge,  pp.  342,  343. 

25  Williams,  p.  822. 

26  Jacobson,  p.  262. 

27  “  Traditionally,  the  relation  or  the  bridge  between  God  in  Jesus 
Christ  and  God  as  contemporaneously  encountered  is  God  in  his  charac¬ 
ter  as  the  Holy  Spirit.  The  neo-orthodox  presupposition  seems  to  be  some 
form  of  transcendental  philosophy  in  which  God  or  the  Holy  Spirit  is 
interpreted  as  being  a  nonmaterial  spirit.  But  unless  ‘  Holy  Spirit  ’  means 
some  process  of  dynamic  events,  the  term  smacks  of  sheer  magic.”  Loomer, 
p.  91.  Interestingly  enough,  Karl  Barth,  from  this  very  perspective  of 
“  sheer  magic,”  also  criticizes  Niebuhr  for  neglecting  the  Holy  Spirit.  Cf. 
Barth,  pp.  201-04. 

28  Williams,  p.  822. 

29  McCown,  p.  155. 

30  Morrison,  in  contrast,  argues  that  neo-orthodoxy’s  diverted  atten¬ 
tion  to  the  Weltanschauung  or  world  view  is  an  extension  of  thought  in 
accord  with  the  best  liberal  tradition.  Morrison,  ”  The  Liberalism  of  Neo- 
Orthodoxy,”  pp.  760-63. 

si  Morrison,  p.  699. 

32  Cf.,  e.g.,  McIntyre,  p.  16. 

33  .  .  the  liberal  cannot  be  blamed  for  his  disquiet  at  the  dispropor¬ 
tion,  in  the  newer  orthodoxy,  between  the  space  given  on  its  pages  to  the 
recorded  life  and  words  of  Jesus  and  to  speculation  as  to  the  part  played 
by  the  eternal  Word  in  the  cosmic  drama  of  salvation.  He  would  have 
supposed  that  the  latter  requires  initial  warrant  in  the  former.”  Sperry, 
p.  203. 

34  Jacobson,  p.  255. 

35  McIntyre,  p.  30. 

36  Sperry,  p.  194. 

37  See  p.  49  above. 

38  .  .  in  order  to  sustain  the  doctrine  of  the  guilt  in  which  all  men 
are  steeped  through  the  fall,  it  is  thought  necessary  to  postulate  such  an 
alienation  of  man  from  God  as  to  veil  the  nature  of  God  altogether  from 
the  eyes  of  man.  For  the  sinner  there  can  be  no  natural  knowledge  of 
God,  there  is  no  normal  channel  by  which  the  Divine  can  communicate 
with  us.  Hence  the  mysterious  act  of  grace.”  Lewis,  Morals  and  the  New 
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Theology ,  p.  108.  If  man’s  reason  is  arbitrarily  limited  by  hybris,  the  dual- 
istic  barrier  between  man  and  God  is  complete.  Only  an  act  of  grace  can 
break  through  it. 

39  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History ,  pp.  187-88. 

40  Dewey,  44  Anti-Naturalism  in  Extremis,”  p.  526. 

41  Ibid.,  p.  528. 

42  Dewey,  44  Progress,”  pp.  311-22.  Niebuhr  has  run  across  a  clear 
statement  of  Dewey’s  to  this  effect.  He  quotes  Dewey  as  saying  44  4  All  I 
know  about  the  future  of  progress,  ...  is  that  it  depends  upon  man  to 
say  whether  he  wants  it  or  not  ’  ”  —  and  blandly  uses  this  as  proof  that 
there  is  a  persistent  flaw  ( hybris )  attached  to  human  nature.  44  Thus  the 
responsible  self  (and  the  guilty  self  insofar  as  it  always  falls  short  of  its 
highest  responsibilities)  peeps  through  even  the  most  intricate  and  elabo¬ 
rate  facades  of  modern  thought,”  Niebuhr  concludes.  Faith  and  History, 
P-  95- 

43  In  an  entry  in  his  diary  during  1920,  Niebuhr  muses:  44 1  think  since 
I  have  stopped  worrying  so  much  about  intellectual  problems  of  religion 
and  have  begun  to  explore  some  of  its  ethical  problems  there  is  more  of 
a  thrill  in  preaching.”  Niebuhr,  Cynic,  p.  27. 

44  Niebuhr,  Christian  Ethics,  p.  150. 

45  Niebuhr,  Reflections,  p.  221. 

46  .  .  Christian  orthodoxy  in  one  moment  pessimistically  consigns 
the  world  of  politics  to  the  world  of  nature  unredeemed  and  unredeem¬ 
able.  In  the  next  moment  it  sanctifies  the  institutions  which  have  brought 
relative  order  into  its  chaos,  and  the  relative  justice  which  they  have 
achieved,  into  ordinances  of  God.  The  moral  possibilities  in  political  life 
are  gravely  imperilled  in  each  instance.”  Ibid.,  pp.  217-18. 

47  Niebuhr,  Christian  Ethics,  pp.  170-71. 

48  Ibid.,  p.  182. 

49  Ibid.,  p.  171.  ”...  the  plutocracy  of  America  has  found  the  faith 
of  the  liberal  Church  in  purely  moral  suasion  a  conveniently  harmless 
doctrine  just  as  it  appropriated  Jeffersonian  and  laissez-faire  economic  the¬ 
ory  for  its  own  purposes,  though  the  theory  was  first  elaborated  by  agrar¬ 
ian  and  frontier  enemies  of  big  business.”  Ibid.,  pp.  171-72. 

so  Niebuhr,  Reflections,  p.  220.  Considering  this  unique  definition  of 
the  divine  ordinance  of  government,  it  is  possible  to  say  that  in  a  sense 
Niebuhr  is  concerned  with  government  —  indeed,  that  he  is  a  political  sci¬ 
entist  —  because  of  his  preoccupation  with  hybris. 

si  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  p.  175.  44  Every  society  needs  working  prin¬ 
ciples  of  justice,  as  criteria  for  its  positive  law  and  system  of  restraints. 
The  profoundest  of  these  actually  transcend  reason  and  lie  rooted  in  re¬ 
ligious  conceptions  of  the  meaning  of  existence.  But  every  historical 
statement  of  them  is  subject  to  amendment.”  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light, 
p.  71. 

52  Niebuhr,  Christian  Ethics,  p.  164.  Obviously  Niebuhr  doesn’t  think 
he  is  hostile  to  a  critical  use  of  reason. 

53  Ibid.,  pp.  204-05. 
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54  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man ,  p.  27. 

55  Jbid.,  p.  31. 

56  Ibid.,  p.  28. 

57  Niebuhr,  Christian  Ethics,  p.  206. 

58  Ibid.,  p.  208. 

59  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  p.  72. 

60  Niebuhr,  Christian  Ethics,  p.  12. 

61  R.  M.  Maclver  has  made  a  notable  attempt  to  eliminate  the  con¬ 
flict  of  free  will  vs.  determinism  by  insisting  that  the  problem  does  not 
exist,  since  constraint  is  the  opposite  of  free  will  and  indeterminism  the 
opposite  of  determinism.  Maclver,  Social  Causation,  pp.  234-42.  Niebuhr 
considers  the  two  to  be  opposites;  a  will  that  is  not  free  —  that  is  con¬ 
strained  —  is  determined.  “  To  the  degree  that  men  are  not  free,  their 
actions  .  .  .  may  be  predicted  with  something  of  the  assurance  with  which 
a  natural  scientist  charts  the  recurrences  of  nature.”  Niebuhr,  Faith  and 
History,  p.  55. 

62  Niebuhr,  Reflections,  p.  290. 

63  Niebuhr,  Christian  Ethics,  p.  99. 

64  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  p.  80. 

65  Niebuhr,  Christian  Ethics,  pp.  82-83. 

66  Ibid.,  p.  166. 

67  Ibid.,  p.  147. 

68  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  p.  59. 

69  Niebuhr,  Human  Destiny,  p.  254. 

70  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  pp.  189-90. 

71  Maritain,  The  Rights  of  Man  and  Natural  Law,  p.  69. 

72  “  My  quarrel  with  the  moral  philosophers  is  that  most  of  them  mis¬ 
conceive  their  task  to  be  the  determination  of  what  men  ought  to  value 
instead  of  the  discovery  of  the  conditions  under  which  actually  experi¬ 
enced  values  occur,  their  compatibility  with  the  conditions  for  realizing 
other  values,  and  so  on.”  Ramsberger,  p.  156. 

73  Niebuhr,  Reflections,  p.  94. 

74  Niebuhr,  Faith  a?id  History,  pp.  183-84. 

75  Niebuhr’s  “  radicalism  ”  has  also  been  softened  with  passage  of  time. 
See  also  pp.  128-36  below. 

76  Randall,  p.  149. 

77  Meland,  p.  46. 

78  Williams,  p.  822. 

79  See  pp.  98-100  below. 

so  Murphy,  p.  112. 

81  Lewis,  Morals  and  the  New  Theology,  pp.  68-69. 

82  Ibid.,  p.  64. 

83  Ibid.,  p.  67. 

84  Ibid.,  p.  68. 

85  Ibid.,  p.  70. 

86  Ibid.,  p.  72. 

87  Sperry,  p.  180.  “My  own  misgivings  in  the  matter  have  been  con- 


208 


Notes  to  pages  79-88 

firmed  by  the  reflections  of  thoughtful  friends  returning  from  one  or  an¬ 
other  of  the  great  ecclesiastical  gatherings  of  recent  years,  who  had  come 
away  feeling  that  the  transactions  had  been  in  occasional  danger  of  a 
touch  of  moral  unreality  in  their  uncritical  appeal  to  the  dogmas  of 
man's  worthlessness  and  helplessness."  Ibid.,  p.  181. 

as  Lewis,  Morals  and  the  New  Theology,  p.  63. 

89  Lewis,  Morals  and  Revelation,  p.  103. 

90  Lewis,  Morals  and  the  New  Theology,  p.  25. 

91  Ibid.,  p.  156. 

92  Lewis  seems  to  assume  that  a  relative  ethic  must  judge  an  indi¬ 
vidual's  worth  “  strictly  proportionate  to  the  course  of  events  which  his 
action  initiates.”  Ibid.,  p.  63.  This  is  an  unfortunate  mistake.  Men  may 
still  be  judged  by  ethical  standards.  It  is  the  standards  that  are  subject 
to  instrumental  check  —  to  judgment,  if  you  will  —  according  to  results  or 
effects. 

93  Geiger,  “  Dewey’s  Social  and  Political  Philosophy,"  p.  351. 

94  James  Breasted’s  The  Dawn  of  Conscience,  a  landmark  in  historical 
studies,  admirably  demonstrates  the  historical  development  of  morals  as 
a  form  of  social  control. 

95  See  pp.  28-30  above. 

96  Dewey,  Freedom  and  Culture,  p.  58.  See  also  his  Reconstruction  in 
Philosophy,  Chap.  4,  for  a  fuller  treatment  of  experience. 

97  Niebuhrian  science  is  not  dissimilar  to  Communist  science,  which 
exists  44  under  the  criticism  of  "  the  class  struggle. 

98  Needless  to  say,  there  is  as  yet  little  that  is  truly  scientific  (as  the 
term  is  here  used)  in  present-day  social  action.  And  if  people  continue 
to  be  persuaded  to  accept  such  blighted  views  of  science  as  Niebuhr  per¬ 
petuates  there  is  little  likelihood  of  it  in  the  future.  The  best  illustra¬ 
tions  of  science  in  social  action  that  I  can  think  of  are  to  be  found  in 
Fries, 44  Scientific  Mediation:  Tool  of  Democracy  and  in  Follett,  Dynamic 
Administration. 

99  “  The  rational  use  of  ideals  in  the  organization  and  evaluation  of 
conduct  is  .  .  .  justified  in  its  fruit,  which  is  moral  wisdom.  If  those  who 
deny  the  authority  of  reason  have  meant  to  say  that  in  this  usage  it  can¬ 
not  perform  what  it  promises,  or  that  there  is  some  other  or  better  way 
of  judging  the  worth  of  conduct  than  that  which  it  provides,  we  can  show 
that  they  are  mistaken,  because  they  have  failed  to  understand  the  good 
of  which  human  nature  is  capable,  and  to  which,  when  it  achieves  self- 
knowledge  and  self-mastery,  it  is  addressed."  Murphy,  p.  18. 

100  When  ends  are  fixed  and  men  find  themselves,  in  their  desperate 
search  for  means,  deviating  further  and  further  from  the  stated  goal,  they 
frequently  turn  to  intellectual  subterfuge  and  justification.  The  out¬ 
standing  case  in  point  today  is  Communist  Russia. 

101  Niebuhr,  Christian  Ethics,  p.  192. 

102  cf.  Dewey,  Logic:  The  Theory  of  Inquiry,  p.  458;  see  also  the 
whole  of  Chap.  22. 
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Chapter  Four 
Political  Stalemate 


1  Ratner,  ed.,  p.  819. 

2  Niebuhr,  Christian  Ethics,  pp.  202-03. 

3  “  Man  is  the  kind  of  animal  who  cannot  merely  live.  ...  to  his  true 
nature  belongs  his  fulfillment  in  the  lives  of  others.  The  will  to  live  is 
thus  transmuted  into  the  will  to  self-realization;  and  self-realization  in¬ 
volves  self-giving  in  relations  to  others.  .  .  .  Thus  the  will  to  live  is 
finally  transmuted  into  its  opposite  in  the  sense  that  only  in  self-giving 
can  the  self  be  fulfilled.”  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  p.  19. 

4  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  p.  2. 

s  Ibid.,  p.  26. 

«  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  p.  66. 

7  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  216. 

s  Ibid.,  p.  217. 

9  Niebuhr  makes  a  distinction  between  nation  and  state.  The  state 
is  that  through  which  the  nation  is  organized  and  its  will  is  articulated. 
The  nation  is  a  territorial  society.  Frequently  a  state  incorporates  sev¬ 
eral  nationalities;  this  “  indicates  that  the  authority  of  government  [the 
state]  is  the  ultimate  force  of  national  cohesion.  The  fact  that  state  and 
nation  are  roughly  synonymous  proves  that,  without  the  sentiment  of 
nationality  with  its  common  language  and  traditions,  the  authority  of 
government  is  usually  unable  to  maintain  national  unity.”  Niebuhr, 
Moral  Man,  pp.  83-84.  Except  for  occasional  note  of  this  difference, 
Niebuhr  uses  the  terms  interchangeably.  Cf.  also  Niebuhr,  Nation  Be¬ 
long  to  God  or  the  Devil?,  p.  7. 

10  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  218.  See  pp.  14-15  above. 

11  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  p.  18. 

12  ibid.,  pp.  88,  48.  “  The  ‘  vain  imaginations  ’  of  collective  man  are 
so  plausible  from  the  standpoint  of  the  individual,  the  mortality  of  na¬ 
tions  is  so  shrouded  in  the  seeming  immortality  of  their  long  life,  and 
the  pomp  and  power  of  the  community  is  so  impressive  in  comparison 
with  the  individual’s  impotence,  that  the  final  words  of  judgment  and 
mercy  scarcely  penetrate  to  the  heart  of  nations.  They  are  furthermore 
involved  in  a  despair  which  the  individual  does  not  know.  They  have 
no  other  life  than  their  life  in  history,  since  they  lack  those  organs  of 
self- transcendence  which  place  them  within  reach  of  a  meaning  of  exist¬ 
ence  beyond  their  physical  life.  Collective  man  clings  more  desperately 
to  this  life  than  the  individual  because  he  is  not  certain  of  a  deeper  di¬ 
mension  of  meaning.”  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  pp.  229-30. 

13  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  page  xi. 

14  Ibid.,  p.  172. 

]  5  “  Men  are  clearly  not  very  lovely  in  the  mass.  One  can  maintain 
confidence  in  them  only  by  viewing  them  at  close  range.  .  .  .  The  same 
middle  classes  which  seem  so  blind  to  the  larger  moral  problems  of  soci- 
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ety  have,  after  all,  the  most  wholesome  family  life  of  any  group  in  soci¬ 
ety.”  Niebuhr,  Cynic,  p.  95. 

is  Over-simple  belief  that  the  individual  is  able  to  attain  purer  real¬ 
izations  of  meaning  than  the  collective  is  alleged  to  have  led  to  the  fol¬ 
lowing  errors:  (1)  the  optimism  of  liberalism  and  the  pessimism  of 
Lutheranism,  (2)  the  Catholic  and  Calvinist  attempts  to  bring  the  com¬ 
munity  under  an  unambiguously  righteous  will,  and  (3)  the  assumption 
of  some  sectarian  Christians  (Levellers,  Diggers)  that  sin  could  be  wholly 
eliminated  from  political  and  economic  institutions.  Furthermore,  the 
germ  of  the  civil  war  in  Western  civilization  between  Fascism  and  Com¬ 
munism  is  found  in  the  conflict  between  the  half-truth  of  orthodox  Chris¬ 
tianity  (Protestant  and  Catholic)  and  the  half-truth  of  sectarianism. 
Cf.  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  pp.  198-209. 

17  On  this  point  Niebuhr’s  idea  has  changed.  In  Reflections,  he  spoke 
of  senility  causing  death  of  social  organisms  (p.  31) . 

is  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  pp.  218-19.  “If  we  sought  to  do  full 
justice  to  all  the  various  possibilities  of  decline  and  causes  of  decay  we 
would  find  ourselves  merely  recapitulating  the  various  types  of  human 
sin.”  Niebuhr,  Human  Destiny,  p.  304. 

19  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  219.  “It  must  be  admitted,  of 
course,  that  there  are  genuinely  tragic  elements  in  the  human  enterprise, 
simply  because  nobility  and  strength,  dignity  and  creative  ambition  are 
mixed  with  this  sin  [i.e.  pride],  and  frequently  make  it  more  destructive. 
Thus  Japan  lives  in  greater  ultimate  insecurity  than  China  because  Jap¬ 
anese  patriotism  has  created  a  nation  of  greater  unity  and  force  than 
China,  a  nation  playing  for  higher  stakes,  at  greater  risks  and  with  the 
certainty  of  ultimate  disaster.  In  the  same  way  the  British  Empire  could 
not  have  been  built  without  the  solid  achievements  of  British  statecraft, 
a  statecraft  which  made  moral  qualities  serve  political  purposes.  But  the 
British  aristocrats  who  built  the  Empire  are  also  sealing  its  doom  by  poli¬ 
cies  which  are  prompted  by  some  of  the  same  class  characteristics  which 
were  responsible  for  their  original  success.”  Niebuhr,  Beyond  Tragedy, 
P.  167. 

20  Niebuhr,  Reflections ,  pp.  99-100. 

21  Ibid.,  p.  4. 

22  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  p.  48.  “  Perhaps  the  real  reason  that 

we  live  such  chaotic  lives  in  urban  communities  is  because  a  city  is  not  a 
society  at  all,  and  moral  standards  are  formed  only  in  societies  and 
through  the  sense  of  mutual  obligation  which  neighbors  feel  for  one  an¬ 
other  ...  its  people  are  spiritually  isolated  even  though  they  are  me¬ 
chanically  dependent  upon  one  another.”  Niebuhr,  Cynic,  p.  116. 

23  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  pp.  82-83. 

24  Cf.,  e.g.,  remarks  about  the  early  workings  of  the  Atomic  Energy 
Commission  under  Lilienthal  in  Educator’s  Washington  Dispatch. 

25  Raven,  p.  353. 

26  “  By  forming  our  view  of  the  morality  of  human  conduct,  not  on 
the  basis  of  such  loyalty  to  the  agent’s  own  ideal  as  our  experience  war- 
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rants  us  to  attribute  to  men,  but  in  terms  of  their  conformity  collec¬ 
tively,  in  substance  as  well  as  intention,  to  the  pattern  of  an  ideal  soci¬ 
ety  or  of  the  Kingdom  of  God,  we  exaggerate  the  extent  of  sinful  action. 
Thereby  we  set  in  the  path  of  progress  obstacles  of  our  own  making,  we 
obtrude  into  a  situation  already  sufficiently  complicated  and  fraught  with 
dangers,  complications  that  have  no  foundation  outside  our  own  miscon¬ 
ceptions  and  heated  imagination.  The  most  immediate  result  is  a  substan¬ 
tial  reduction  of  our  estimate  of  the  progress  and  reform  which  is  pos¬ 
sible  for  society.”  Lewis,  Morals  and  the  New  Theology ,  p.  133. 

27  See  pp.  111-12  below. 

28  For  an  example  of  dying  to  self  he  cites  the  replacement  of  abso¬ 
lute  monarchy  by  constitutional  monarchy.  “  But,”  as  Time  points  out, 
“  he  significantly  fails  to  mention  any  example  of  ‘  dying  to  self  ’  on  the 
part  of  a  great  nation.”  Time ,  “  Niebuhr  on  History,”  p.  69. 

29  For  a  much  more  adequate  statement  of  creative  bargaining  see 
Otto,  “  Creative  Bargaining,”  pp.  263-69,  and  “  Professional  Philosophy 
and  the  Public,”  pp.  159-67.  See  also  Otto,  The  Human  Enterprise, 
Chap.  5,  and  Things  and  Ideals,  Chap.  5,  although  the  phrase  “creative 
bargaining  ”  does  not  occur  in  those  chapters. 

so  Follett,  Dynamic  Administration,  p.  32.  See  also  Follett,  Creative 
Experience,  especially  Chap.  9,  for  other  illustrations.  Follett  uses  the 
term  “  integration  ”  to  mean  very  nearly  the  same  thing  as  creative  bar¬ 
gaining. 

si  See  Brownell,  The  Human  Community,  and  Poston,  Small  Town 
Renaissance. 

32  There  is  no  a  priori  reason  why  eventually  collective  testing  and 
developing  of  new  hypotheses  cannot  be  carried  on  at  the  national  and 
even  the  international  levels. 

33  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  84. 

34  The  plea  for  “  objectivity  ”  furthermore  is  a  cry  from  the  heavens. 
It  assumes,  firstly,  that  there  is  some  absolute  standard  by  which  judg¬ 
ments  can  be  judged  for  “  objectivity.”  Secondly  it  assumes  that  there  is 
a  separate  individual  who  can  sit  aside  to  look  at  his  society. 

35  “  The  contrast  between  self-interest  (non-moral)  and  self-sacrifice 
(moral)  is  radically  misleading.  For  ...  a  moral  community  is  also  a 
natural  community,  and  the  content  of  its  purpose  will  be  precisely  the 
satisfaction  of  identifiable  human  interests,  at  the  level  at  which  such  in¬ 
terests  are  capable  of  joint  satisfaction  on  terms  of  mutual  understanding 
and  good  will.  A  morality  of  self-sacrifice  that  cannot  be  justified  by  ref¬ 
erence  to  such  a  harmony  of  interests  is  not  something  nobler  than  the 
ideals  of  liberal  democracy.  It  is  either  a  superstitious  and  anti-human 
reverence  for  needless  and  wasteful  suffering,  or  a  fraudulent  false  front 
for  special  groups  which  seek  to  advance  their  own  interests  at  the  ex¬ 
pense  of  those  who  are  gullible  enough  to  be  imposed  on  by  their  claims.” 
Murphy,  pp.  131-32. 

36  Unfortunately,  this  attempt  to  explain  Niebuhr’s  organic  society 
is  predestined  to  fail.  “  The  organic  character  of  the  individual’s  relation 
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to  society  can  be  comprehended  and  illumined  by  an  adequate  mythology 
but  hardly  by  rationalism;  for  reason  mechanizes  human  relations. 
Niebuhr,  Reflections,  p.  93. 

37  “  Modern  industry,  particularly  American  industry,  is  not  Christian. 
The  economic  forces  which  move  it  are  hardly  qualified  at  a  single  point 
by  really  ethical  considerations.”  Niebuhr,  Cynic,  p.  197. 

38  “  When  men  find  that  they  do  not  know  how  to  control  events  so 
as  to  achieve  their  aims,  they  try  to  compel  events  to  comply  with  their 
demands.”  Fries,  44  Scientific  Mediation;  Tool  of  Democracy,”  p.  390. 

39  Niebuhr,  Reflections,  p.  4. 

40  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  p.  31. 

41  Niebuhr,  Human  Destiny,  p.  262. 

42  “  The  insecurity  of  the  French  after  the  world  war,  and  their  des¬ 
perate  effort  to  gain  security  by  emasculating  Germany,  had  as  its  conse¬ 
quence  the  creation  of  a  new  Germany,  not  strong  in  resources  but  strong 
for  a  moment  in  the  desperation  of  its  resentments  and  the  hysteria  of  its 
vindictive  passions.”  Niebuhr,  Europe* s  Catastrophe,  pp.  20—21. 

43  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  p.  42. 

44  An  excellent  example  of  this  phenomenon  today  might  be  the  des¬ 
perate  struggle  of  the  AM  A.  Niebuhr  might  analyze  it  thus:  If  the  AM  A 
can  be  altruistic  enough  to  avoid  a  last-ditch  stand  (with  the  aid  of 
grace)  it  may  gain  new  life;  if  not  it  will,  by  its  fanatic  resistance,  dig 
for  itself  a  grave  of  socialized  medicine,  instead  of  assuming  the  halfway 
burden  of  medical  insurance. 

45  Niebuhr,  Nation  Belong  to  God  or  the  Devil?,  p.  14. 

46  Ibid.,  p.  9. 

47  Niebuhr,  “  The  Illusion  of  World  Government,”  p.  380. 

48  Niebuhr,  Nation  Belong  to  God  or  the  Devil?,  p.  32. 

49  Ibid.,  p.  8. 

bo  Ibid.,  p.  35. 

si  Niebuhr,  Europe* s  Catastrophe,  pp.  24-25. 

52  This  is,  incidentally,  one  of  Niebuhr’s  criticisms  of  American  lib¬ 
eralism.  According  to  him,  it  is  batting  ideals  around  profusely  and  un¬ 
critically,  and  thus  proves  very  useful  to  the  privileged  class. 

53  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  pp.  117-18. 

54  Niebuhr,  Christian  Ethics,  p.  73.  This  statement  is  clearly  excessive, 
as  Niebuhr  undoubtedly  recognizes  on  second  thought:  wars  have  been 
started  for  the  purpose  of  uniting  the  home  front. 

55  ibid.,  p.  94. 

56  Niebuhr,  Human  Destiny,  p.  258. 

57  .  .  political  morality  must  be  morally  ambiguous  because  it  can¬ 
not  merely  reject,  but  must  also  deflect,  beguile,  harness  and  use  self- 
interest  for  the  sake  of  a  tolerable  harmony  of  the  whole.  Niebuhr, 
Children  of  Light,  p.  73. 

58  Niebuhr,  Human  Destiny,  p.  266. 

59  Ibid.,  p.  267. 

60  Illinois  ex  rel.  McCollum  v.  Board  of  Education. 
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«i  Niebuhr,  “  Our  Relations  to  Catholicism/’  pp.  6-7. 

62  Ibid.,  p.  6. 

63  Speech  given  by  Agnes  E.  Meyer  in  1947. 

64  Niebuhr,  “  Our  Relations  to  Catholicism,”  p.  6.  See  also  the  1948 
44  Statement  on  Church  and  State,”  signed  by  27  Protestant  leaders  includ¬ 
ing  Reinhold  Niebuhr.  Niebuhr  suggests  resolving  the  school-aid  ques¬ 
tion  by  granting  federal  scholarships  to  individuals,  not  to  schools. 
Would  this  apportion  support  “  equitably  ”  to  all  religious  groups?  See 
Niebuhr,  “  The  Rising  Catholic-Protestant  Tension,”  p.  108. 

65  Cf.,  e.g..  Butts,  The  American  Tradition  in  Religion  and  Education. 
A  part  of  the  difficulty  encountered  in  trying  to  understand  the  original 
meaning  of  the  First  Amendment  revolves  around  the  changed  (re¬ 
stricted)  meaning  of  the  word  “  establishment.” 

66  Niebuhr,  “A  Protestant  Looks  at  Catholics,”  pp.  119-20. 

67  Niebuhr,  “  Catholics  and  Politics:  Some  Misconceptions,”  p.  10. 

68  Ibid.,  p.  11. 

«9  Niebuhr,  “  Our  Relations  to  Catholicism,”  p.  6. 

70  Cf.  Niebuhr,  “  Catholics  and  Politics.” 

71  For  one  statement  of  Catholic  pluralism,  see  Maritain,  The  Rights 
of  Man  and  Natural  Law. 

72  Niebuhr,  “  Catholics  and  Politics,”  p.  9. 

73  Ibid.,  p.  11. 

74  Fitch,  “  The  Catholic  Church  as  a  Power  Polity,”  pp.  6-7. 

75  Niebuhr,  “  Catholicism  and  Politics,”  p.  10. 

76  Cf.  Meyer,  “  The  School,  the  State,  and  the  Church.” 

Chapter  Five 

Democracy  and  the  World 

1  See  pp.  108-10  above. 

2  “  When  ‘  individual  ’  or  *  society  ’  is  looked  upon  as  something  in 
itself  and  factitiously  separate;  when  the  two  are  urged  to  cooperate  or 
to  remain  opposed;  when  it  is  graciously  admitted  that  *  in  reality  ’  their 
interests  are  mutual  —  then  we  are  in  truth  in  the  land  of  dialectic.  We 
are  using  general  ideas  to  solve  particular  problems.  And  that,  for  Dewey, 
is  the  mortal  sin.”  Geiger,  "  Dewey’s  Social  and  Political  Philosophy,” 
p.  346. 

3  “Mere  general  ideas  can  be  argued  for  and  against  without  the  neces¬ 
sity  of  recourse  to  observation.  The  arguments  are  saved  from  being  a 
mere  matter  of  words  only  because  there  are  certain  emotional  attitudes 
involved.  When  general  ideas  are  not  capable  of  being  continuously 
checked  and  revised  by  observation  of  what  actually  takes  place,  they  are, 
as  a  mere  truism,  in  the  field  of  opinion.”  Dewey,  Freedom  and  Culture , 
p.  xi6. 

4  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  p.  15. 

s  Niebuhr,  Christian  Ethics,  pp.  131-32. 

6  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  p.  226. 
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7  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  p.  194. 

s  Marxist  theory  of  history  with  its  belief  in  determinism  and  indeter¬ 
minism  is  not  unlike  Niebuhr’s  Christian  idea.  44  Lenin’s  insistence  that 
the  objective  forces  of  history  must  be  consciously  directed  toward  a  revo¬ 
lutionary  goal  by  a  revolutionary  class  seeks  to  preserve  a  proper  4  dialec¬ 
tic  ’  balance  between  4  religious  ’  determinism  and  the  voluntarism  of  an 
adequate  moral  theory.”  Niebuhr,  Reflections,  p.  131.  Niebuhr’s  later 
Christian  position  between  the  Renaissance  and  the  Reformation,  between 
Christian  orthodoxy  and  Christian  liberalism  —  his  new  synthesis  for  the 
paradox  of  grace  —  very  likely  developed  from  his  appreciation  of  the 
Marxian  44  dialectic  ”  position.  44  Neither  [Christian  orthodoxy  nor  lib¬ 
eral  Christianity]  is  in  any  sense  morally  preferable  to  a  possible  com¬ 
promise  between  the  Marxian  and  the  pure  Christian  mythology.”  Ibid.,. 
PP-  134-35- 

9  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  p.  213. 

i°  It  is  interesting  to  note  here  that  Niebuhr  made  the  reservation 
that  44  another  war  might  completely  change  the  picture.”  Ibid.,  p.  219. 

Ibid.,  p.  221. 

12  Ibid.,  p.  222. 

is  Ibid.,  pp.  209-10. 

14  Ibid.,  p.  213. 

is  44  The  powerful  man  ...  is  under  the  temptation  of  using  his 
power  for  selfish  rather  than  social  ends.  There  is  therefore  no  reason 
to  suppose  that  the  substitution  of  non-physical  for  physical,  and  non¬ 
violent  for  violent,  forms  of  coercion  will  make  a  permanent  contribution 
to  the  problem  of  power,  though  any  intelligent  society  will  seek  to  in¬ 
crease  non-violent  forms  of  social  pressure  and  discourage  violence.’” 
Niebuhr,  Nation  Belong  to  God  or  the  Devil?,  pp.  39-40. 

is  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  p.  235. 

17  Ibid.,  p.  173. 

is  Ibid.,  p.  172. 

is  Niebuhr,  Christian  Ethics,  p.  189. 

20  Ibid.,  p.  192. 

21  Ibid.,  p.  190. 

22  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  p.  91. 

23  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  191. 

24  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  p.  76. 

25  Ibid.,  p.  117. 

26  Ibid.,  p.  89. 

27  Davies,  p.  43. 

28  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  226. 

29  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  p.  64. 

30  “If  you  want  love  and  cooperation  in  any  kind  of  society,  and  most 
of  all  in  the  family,  it  is  necessary  to  sacrifice  some  freedom  for  its  sake. 
What  strange  fanatics  these  moderns  are!  Imagining  themselves  dispas¬ 
sionate  in  their  evaluation  of  all  values,  they  are  really  bigoted  protag- 
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onists  of  the  one  value  of  freedom.  Every  other  value  must  be  subordi¬ 
nated  to  it.”  Niebuhr,  Cynic,  p.  151. 

31  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  p.  64. 

32  Ibid.,  p.  3. 

33  Ibid.,  p.  78. 

34  Niebuhr,  Power  Politics,  p.  11. 

35  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  p.  183. 

36  Niebuhr,  Human  Destiny,  p.  249. 

37  Ibid.,  p.  268. 

33  Ibid.,  p.269. 

39  Ibid.,  pp.  267-69. 

40  Niebuhr,  Reflections,  p.  79. 

41  Niebuhr,  Christian  Ethics,  p.  190. 

42  Ibid.,  p.  231.  This  is  substantially  identical  with  the  Catholic  ex¬ 
planation  of  anthropocentric  humanism  as  expressed  by  Maritain.  See 
“  Christian  Humanism,”  pp.  106-07.  See  also  Maritain,  Principes  d’une 
Politique  Humaniste,  Chap.  1,  especially  pp.  27-33. 

43  Niebuhr,  Nation  Belong  to  God  or  the  Devil?,  pp.  35,  36. 

44  Niebuhr,  Power  Politics,  p.  57. 

45  Niebuhr,  Human  Destiny,  p.  318. 

46  Niebuhr,  Reflections,  pp.  59-60. 

47  Cf.  Maritain,  Education  at  the  Crossroads,  pp.  10-12. 

48  Dewey,  Freedom  and  Culture,  pp.  24-25. 

49  Incidentally,  Niebuhr’s  choice  of  freedom  of  individuality  over  free¬ 
dom  of  rationality  derives  from  as  far  back  as  his  construction  of  human 
nature. 

so  Cf.  John  Dewey’s  article,  “  Authority  and  the  Individual,”  in  Rat- 
ner  (ed.) ,  Intelligence  in  the  Modern  World,  pp.  343-63. 

si  Waddington,  p.  112. 

52  Niebuhr,  Human  Destiny,  p.  213. 

53  Ibid.,  p.  217. 

54  Ibid.,  p.  219. 

55  Ibid.,  p.  243. 

56  Niebuhr,  Cynic,  p.  127. 

57  “  [Niebuhr]  realizes  the  pitfalls  of  claiming  finality  for  one’s  view;  he 
depreciates  any  attempt  to  bolster  one’s  views  in  a  final  manner  even  upon 
Scriptural  authority.  One  wonders  what  to  think  of  a  man  who  seems 
to  realize  the  mistakes  of  all  manner  of  absolutisms  and  then  leaps  in 
the  precise  direction  in  which  he  has  seen  great  danger.”  Jacobson, 
pP.  257-58. 

s>8  Dewey,  Reconstruction  in  Philosophy ,  p.  176.  Cf.  also  Otto,  “  In- 
tolerance,”  pp.  242-45. 

59  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  pages  x-xi. 

so  “  The  man  who  cannot  find  the  freedom  and  happiness  of  his  fellow 
citizens,  as  well  as  his  own,  worth  defending  without  a  supernatural  valida¬ 
tion  of  their  claim  to  respect  must  take  a  very  low  view  of  human  nature. 
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And  if  he  cannot  love  his  neighbor  whom  he  has  seen,  without  such  ex¬ 
trinsic  sanction  for  it,  how  shall  he  love  a  cosmic  spiritual  power  which 
he  has  not  seen?  ”  Murphy,  p.  176. 

Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  160.  “  The  social  harmony  of  which 
Marxism  dreams  would  eliminate  the  destructive  power  of  human  freedom; 
but  it  would  also  destroy  the  creative  possibilities  of  human  life.”  Niebuhr, 
Children  of  Light,  p.  60. 

62  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History ,  p.  162. 

«3  Loc.  cit. 

64  Ibid.,  p.  161. 

65  Ibid.,  p.  160. 

66  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  p.  189. 

67  •*  The  common  destiny  of  mankind  need  not  be  always  as  insecuit. 
as  our  present  state.  War  will  not  last  forever.  But  we  will  be  the  more 
able  to  bear  the  present  insecurities  if  we  recognize  that  there  is  always 
an  element  of  moral  ambiguity  in  historic  responsibilities,  a  hazard  in  all 
historic  ventures,  and  no  certain  promise  of  success  for  any  of  our  hopes. 
Our  survival  as  a  civilization  depends  on  our  ability  to  do  what  seems  to 
us  right  from  day  to  day  without  the  distractions  of  alternate  moments 
of  illusion  and  despair.”  Niebuhr,  “  The  Conditions  of  Our  Survival,” 
p.  491. 

68  See  pp.  122-23  above. 

69  Murphy,  p.  238.  “  We  must  not  ask  the  impossible,  but  if  we  cease 
to  ask  the  possible  which  is  not  yet  actual,  when  it  is  also  the  humanly 
excellent,  we  shall  have  run  counter  to  at  least  one  inherent,  and  very 
valuable,  tendency  in  human  nature,  the  tendency  to  use  ideals  as  guides 
for  action.”  Ibid.,  pp.  237-38. 

70  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  220. 

71  Ibid.,  p.  230. 

72  .  .  what  is  the  faith  of  democracy  in  the  rdle  of  consultation, 
of  conference,  of  persuasion,  of  discussion,  in  formation  of  public  opin¬ 
ion,  which  in  the  long  run  is  self -corrective,  except  faith  in  the  capacity 
of  the  intelligence  of  the  common  man  to  respond  with  common  sense  to 
the  free  play  of  facts  and  ideas  which  are  secured  by  effective  guarantees 
of  free  inquiry,  free  assembly,  and  free  communication?  I  am  willing  to 
leave  to  upholders  of  totalitarian  states  of  the  right  and  the  left  the  view 
that  faith  in  the  capacities  of  intelligence  is  utopian.  For  the  faith  is 
so  deeply  imbedded  in  the  methods  which  are  intrinsic  to  democracy  that 
when  a  professed  democrat  denies  the  faith  he  convicts  himself  of  treach¬ 
ery  to  his  profession.”  Dewey,  “  Creative  Democracy  —  The  Task  Before 
Us,”  p.  224. 

73  See  p.  130  above. 

74  Niebuhr,  Moral  Man,  p.  48. 

75  Ibid.,  p.  110. 

76  Niebuhr,  Reflections,  p.  181. 

77  Niebuhr,  Signs  of  the  Times ,  p.  40. 

78  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  p.  160. 
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™  Niebuhr,  “  The  Illusion  of  World  Government,”  p.  386. 

so  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light ,  p.  166. 

81  Niebuhr,  Destiny  of  Man ,  p.  316. 

82  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light ,  p.  168. 

83  Loc.  cit. 

24  Ibid.,  p.  183. 

85  Ibid.,  p.  185. 

so  Niebuhr,  “  The  Illusion  of  World  Government,”  p.  388. 

87  In  1928  Niebuhr  perceived  a  possibility  of  co-ordinating  the  values 

of  the  East  (religion)  and  the  West  (science) .  “  The  western  man  must 
bring  his  energy  under  moral  control.  The  eastern  man  must  learn  the 
moral  value  of  energy.”  Niebuhr,  “  The  Confession  of  a  Tired  Radical,” 
p.  1047.  “  Let  the  East  learn  to  live  in  time  and  the  West  to  view  its 

temporalities  with  indifference.”  Niebuhr,  Does  Civilization  Need  Reli¬ 
gion?  (New  York:  Macmillan,  1927),  p.  186.  “The  greatest  hope  lies  in 
the  missionary  enterprise,  which  through  its  very  effort  toward  the  uni¬ 
versalization  of  the  Christian  faith  has  a  tendency  to  strip  it  of  its  Occi¬ 
dental  accretions,  so  that  it  may  become  intrinsically  worthy  of  its  world 
expansion.”  Ibid.,  p.  187. 

88  Niebuhr,  “  American  Liberals  and  British  Labor,”  p.  682. 

89  Niebuhr,  “  The  Fight  for  Germany,”  pp.  65-68. 

90  Niebuhr,  “  Hazards  and  Resources,”  pp.  194-204. 

91  Niebuhr,  “  The  Illusion  of  World  Government,”  p.  382. 

92  Ibid.,  p.  383. 

93  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  p.  187. 

94  Meland,  p.  1. 

95  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  223. 

96  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  p.  168. 

97  Niebuhr,  Faith  and  History,  p.  98. 

98  See  p.  156  above. 

99  Niebuhr,  “  The  Conditions  of  Our  Survival,”  p.  490. 

100  Ibid.,  p.  483. 

101  Niebuhr,  “  American  Conservatism  and  the  World  Crisis,”  pp.  385- 

99. 

102  Niebuhr,  “  The  Pope’s  Domesticated  God,”  p.  75. 

103  Niebuhr,  “  The  Conditions  of  Our  Survival,”  p.  488. 

104  Ibid.,  p.  491. 

105  Niebuhr,  Children  of  Light,  p.  118.  Italics  added. 

Chapter  Six 

The  Course  of  a  Faith  in  Sin 

1  See  pp.  139-140  above. 

2  “  Niebuhr  would  frighten  men  out  of  their  mistaken  belief  in  om¬ 
nipotence  by  a  fairy  tale  about  a  creature  that  is  absolutely  omnipotent. 
The  humility  it  induces  is  one  of  fear,  not  the  humility  which  is  fostered 
by  knowledge  of  human  limitations  and  ignorance.  His  wisdom  does  not 
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carry  further  than  the  caution  that  no  claim  is  completely  justified,  but 
he  is  helpless  before  the  problem  of  determining  the  degree  and  extent  of 
its  justification,  so  necessary  in  order  to  get  on  with  the  problems  in  hand." 
Hook,  “  The  New  Failure  of  Nerve,"  pp.  15-16. 

3  Sperry,  pp.  12-13. 

4  Hook,  “  The  New  Failure  of  Nerve,"  p.  13;  and  Randall,  pp.  149,  164. 

Chapter  Seven 

Epilogue:  The  Irony  of  Sin 

1  Niebuhr,  The  Irony  of  American  History.  The  body  of  the  book  is 
taken  from  lectures  given  in  May,  1949,  and  January,  1951. 

2  Ibid.,  page  vii. 

3  Ibid.,  page  vii. 

4  Ibid.,  pages  vii-viii. 

6  Ibid.,  p.  155. 

«  Ibid.,  pp.  166-67. 

7  Ibid.,  page  viii. 

8  Ibid.,  page  viii. 

9  Ibid.,  p.  155. 

10  Ibid.,  p.  156. 

11  Ibid.,  p.  153. 

12  Ibid.,  p.  88. 

is  Ibid.,  p.  113. 

14  Ibid.,  p.  45. 

is  Ibid.,  p.  63.  Italics  added. 

16  Ibid.,  p.  133. 

it  Ibid.,  p.  2. 

is  Here  is  an  illustration  of  Niebuhr’s  deceptive  and  premature  idea 
of  proof:  “  The  inadequacy  of  both  [the  idealistic  and  realistic]  types  of 
escape  from  our  moral  dilemma  proves  that  there  is  no  purely  moral 
solution  for  the  ultimate  moral  issues  of  life."  Ibid.,  p.  40. 

is  Ibid.,  p.  45. 

20  Ibid.,  p.  89. 

21  We  can  assume,  I  suppose,  that  ironic  triumph  and  ironic  success 
are  the  obverse  of  some  ironic  failure,  though  they  seem  to  add  more  con¬ 
fusion  than  clarity  to  the  historical  category. 

22  Ibid.,  p.  106. 

23  The  category  of  the  ironic  fits  closer  to  the  facts  in  the  U.S.S.R., 
where  what  action  there  is  on  the  common-sense  level  is  constantly  inter¬ 
fered  with  and  redirected  by  deliberate  and  violent  insistence  on  con¬ 
formity  to  ideology. 

24  ibid.,  p.  37. 

25  Ibid.,  p.  137. 

26  Ibid.,  pp.  136-37. 

27  Ibid.,  p.  76. 

28  Ibid.,  p.  80. 
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29  Ibid.,  p.  85.  Incidentally,  44  the  irony  of  the  contrast  between  the 
careful  study  of  human  ‘  aggressiveness  ’  in  our  socio-psychological  sci¬ 
ences,  and  our  encounter  with  a  form  of  aggressiveness  in  actual  life 
which  is  informed  by  such  manias,  illusions,  historic  aberrations  and  con¬ 
fusions,  as  could  not  possibly  come  under  the  microscope  of  the  scientific 
procedures  used  in  some  of  these  studies  ”  (ibid.,  p.  60) ,  if  interpreted 
according  to  Niebuhr's  category,  would  make  the  first  part  of  the  contrast 
or  its  pretensions  the  source  of  the  second.  Thus  analysis  of  Niebuhr’s 
own  ironies  by  means  of  his  own  category  would  lead  us  to  conclude  that 
pseudo-scientific  studies  (meaning,  for  Niebuhr,  Dewey)  were  the  source 
of  fascism.  The  absurdity  of  such  a  conclusion  only  points  to  the  unreli¬ 
ability  of  the  category  of  the  ironic  for  purposes  of  historical  interpreta¬ 
tion. 

30  Ibid.,  p.  86. 

31  Ibid.,  p.  60. 

32  Ibid.,  p.  171. 


Postscript 

Notes  on  Conservative  Tendencies 

1  See  Kirk,  p.  100.  Cf.  also  Freund,  pp.  2-3  and  Herberg,  p.  29.  Other 
prominent  figures  in  the  new  conservatism  are  Peter  Viereck,  Francis  Wil¬ 
son,  Clinton  Rossiter. 

2  Kirk,  p.  99. 

3  See  Niebuhr,  Christian  Realism,  Chap.  5,  44  The  Foreign  Policy  of 
American  Conservatism  and  Liberalism.” 

*  Niebuhr,  44  The  Anomaly  of  European  Socialism,”  (Reprinted  as 
Chap.  4  in  Niebuhr,  Christian  Realism.)  Also  Niebuhr,  44  The  Fate  of 
European  Socialism.” 

s  Niebuhr,  44  Reply  to  Interpretation  and  Criticism,”  in  Kegley  and 
Bretall,  p.  434. 

o  Loc.  cit. 

7  Niebuhr,  Christian  Realism,  p.  55. 

s  Ibid.,  p.  56. 

9  See  above  pp.  9,  160. 

10  For  example,  Niebuhr  says  that  “  the  panacea  of  the  socialization  of 
property  [in  post  war  Britain]  proved  inadequate  in  overcoming  the  col¬ 
lective  poverty  of  a  war-impoverished  nation  and  .  .  .  proved  to  be  un¬ 
necessary  in  view  of  the  measures  of  justice  which  had  been  accomplished 
without  socialization.”  Niebuhr,  Self,  p.  179.  This  sounds  like  a  political 
candidate  grandly  disposing  of  the  opposition.  Does  Niebuhr  realize  the 
degree  to  which  the  reversal  of  the  program  of  nationalization,  especially 
the  nationalization  of  land  under  the  Town  and  Country  Planning  Act  of 
1947,  was  due,  irrespective  of  necessity,  to  the  lack  of  democratic  tech¬ 
niques  for  making  tolerable  the  administration  of  such  expanded  govern- 


220 


Notes  to  pages  194-197 

mental  activity?  Cf.  Orlans,  pp.  192-95.  The  problem  in  this  area  may 
be  to  find  more  democratic  administrative  techniques  so  that  governmental 
activity  can,  when  necessary,  be  extended  without  becoming  coercive. 

For  other  illustrations  of  the  frailty  of  Niebuhr's  political  judgments 
see  Arthur  Schlesinger,  Jr.,  “  Reinhold  Niebuhr’s  Role  in  American 
Thought  and  Life,”  in  Kegley  and  Bretall,  eds.,  pp.  126-50  and  Kenneth 
Thompson,  “The  Political  Philosophy  of  Reinhold  Niebuhr,”  in  Keg¬ 
ley  &  Bretall,  eds.,  pp.  152-75. 

11  Niebuhr,  Self ,  p.  159. 

12  Curiously,  some  of  Niebuhr's  disciples  deny  his  irrationalism  on 
the  ground  that  he  makes  use  of  reason,  i.e.,  that  he  thinks.  Cf.  e.g., 
Miller,  p.  14. 

13  Niebuhr,  Self,  p.  203. 

14  Ibid.,  p.  212. 

is  Ibid.,  p.  182. 

is  Loc.  cit. 

17  Ibid.,  p.  184. 

1*  Niebuhr,  Christian  Realism,  Chap.  5;  Niebuhr,  Self,  pp.  179-82; 
Niebuhr,  “  Winston  Churchill  and  Great  Britain.” 

19  Kegley  and  Bretall,  eds.,  p.  174.  Cf.  Niebuhr,  “  The  Sources  of 
American  Prestige,”  p.  8. 

20  Niebuhr,  Self,  pp.  162,  182.  As  corrective  to  this  misreading  of  the 
implications  of  science  see  George  Simpson,  Science  as  Morality . 

21  See  above  pp.  81-84,  102. 
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112-119 

Civilization,  167,  169;  crisis  in,  168- 
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Sin  and  Science 


236 

Coercion:  necessity  of  with  groups, 
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anism,  141;  and  authority,  142. 
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105,  168;  how  attained  nationally, 
109-110;  dangers  of  national,  110; 
different  kinds  of,  160-62;  ef¬ 
fect  of  technics  on,  168.  See  also 
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Collective.  See  Group 

Common  sense  method,  of  Ameri¬ 
can  democracy,  183 
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for  failure  of,  74;  responsibil¬ 
ity  for  fascism,  139;  combatted 
with  humility,  164;  and  sin,  174; 
and  agrarian  world,  184.  See 
also  Marxism;  Dialectical  ma¬ 
terialism;  Russia;  Class  strug¬ 
gle 

Community:  government  cannot 
create,  155-56;  factors  contribut¬ 
ing  to,  156.  See  also  Cohesion; 
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tional 

Complacency:  in  modern  culture, 
147 

Complacency-despair  formula,  147- 
49;  and  hybris,  150;  and  humil¬ 
ity,  163;  in  American  foreign  re¬ 
lations,  163 

Compromise:  as  way  of  resolving 
conflict,  98;  as  democratic  meth¬ 
od,  135 

Concepts:  functional,  125-27,  135, 
140,  141;  as  mere  generalities,  126, 
127,  154;  used  for  deception,  126- 
27;  perfecting  of,  140,  141,  149; 
testing  of,  149,  153;  as  tools  of 
thought,  154 

Conflict:  of  ends,  85;  ways  of  re¬ 
solving,  98;  and  power,  109 

Conservatism:  of  Niebuhr,  9,  160, 
postscript 

Constitutional  monarchy,  109 


Creation:  ex  nihilo,  35,  43;  and 
creative  bargaining,  101 
Creation,  myth  of,  34;  and  evolu¬ 
tion,  33 

Creative  bargaining:  explained,  98- 
99;  examples  of,  99-100;  and 
creation,  101;  and  balance  of 
power,  123;  and  functional  pow¬ 
er,  188;  mentioned,  77 
Crisis:  historical,  167-71;  in  civili¬ 
zation,  168-69;  xn  culture,  169- 
70 

Crucifixion,  the,  37 
Culture,  167,  169;  influence  on  hu¬ 
man  nature,  23-25;  diversity  of, 
143;  crisis  in,  169-70.  See  also 
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Customs:  fluid,  120,  121,  122,  136, 
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Davies,  D.  R.,  6,  30,  134 
Death:  of  nations  and  empires,  93 
Democracy,  128-54;  need  for  the¬ 
ory  of,  8-9;  Niebuhrs  idea  of,  9, 
176;  as  scientific  method,  9,  184- 

85,  187;  as  method  of  change, 

86,  129,  132,  135-136;  organized 
by  economic  power,  107;  and 
coercive  power,  129;  as  instru¬ 
ment  of  bourgeois  class  interest, 
129;  as  check  on  ruling  oligarchy, 
x32“33»  self-criticism  in,  137; 
and  principle  of  resistance  to  gov¬ 
ernment,  138;  and  paradox  of 
freedom  and  order,  138;  and  re¬ 
ligion,  144-45;  pluralistic,  146; 
and  faith  in  human  nature,  149- 
50;  and  responsibility,  150;  and 
the  saving  remnant,  152-53;  and 
inquiry,  153;  and  truth,  153;  and 
knowledge,  153;  and  hybris,  166; 
pragmatic  method  of  American, 
183,  184-85,  187;  American,  183- 
88  passim;  and  balance  of  pow¬ 
er,  185;  ethos  of,  185;  as  self- 
correcting  authority,  185,  187; 
and  foreign  relations,  186,  188 
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Desires.  See  Interests 
Despair:  and  Nazism,  148;  current 
danger  of,  169;  fascism  as  expres¬ 
sion  of,  171;  cause  of  current 
wave  of,  171,  173.  See  also  Com¬ 
placency-despair  formula 
Detail:  Niebuhr’s  impatience  with, 
127-28,  189-90 
Determinism.  See  Free  will 
Dewey,  John,  22,  24-25,  63-64,  104, 
189 

Dialectic,  30-32;  confused  with  par¬ 
adox,  31;  as  logical  structure  of 
myth,  33;  and  human  ambiguity, 
44-45;  criticism  of,  44-46;  and 
progress,  45;  of  sin  and  responsi¬ 
bility,  45,  48;  of  history  and  su¬ 
per-history,  49-50;  synthesis  of 
history  in  super-history,  53;  of 
grace,  55;  of  agape  and  “  realistic 
social  ethic,”  70-71,  73-74*  751 
failure  of,  85-86;  of  group  and 
individual,  103-04;  and  hypothe¬ 
sis,  128 

Dialectical  materialism,  168 
Disillusionment.  See  Despair 
Disinterestedness.  See  Objectiv¬ 
ity 

Dogmatism:  ethical  ambiguity  of, 
60 

Dualism,  supernatural-natural:  of 
neo-orthodoxy,  4;  of  Niebuhr,  6; 
attempt  to  bridge  by  paradox, 
55-56;  criticism  of,  57 

Egoism.  See  Hybris 
End,  the:  Niebuhr’s  view  of,  53-54 
Ends:  divorced  from  means,  84- 
85;  altering  of,  85;  conflict  of, 
85;  changing  with  means,  102. 
See  also  Means  and  ends 
Equality:  in  Niebuhr’s  natural  law, 
71;  contrasted  with  agape  and 
justice,  72;  in  Marxism  and  Nie¬ 
buhr,  86;  Niebuhr’s  ideal  of,  111, 

131*  132 

Eros:  as  the  substance  of  history. 
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50,  66;  criticism  of  as  proximate 
end,  85-86 

Eternity:  temporal  indications  of, 

55-56 

Ethics:  “realistic  social,”  46,  70-71, 
73-74,  75;  and  history,  60-61; 
Niebuhr’s  view  of,  65-73;  of 
Jesus,  65-66;  and  Paul’s  theory 
of  divine  ordination  of  govern¬ 
ment,  66;  Stoic  and  Christian,  66; 
rationalist  contribution  to,  6g- 
70;  Niebuhr’s  dialectical,  70-71; 
criticism  of  Niebuhr’s  view  of, 
73-86;  paralleling  Niebuhr’s  hu¬ 
man  nature,  73;  intrinsic  vs.  ex¬ 
trinsic,  79-80;  as  instrument  for 
social  control,  80-81;  advance  of 
ethical  concern,  159;  instrumental 
standards  in,  2021192.  See  also 
Morals 

Ethos:  of  science,  143;  of  democ¬ 
racy,  185 

Evil.  See  Good 

Existentialism,  148 

Experience:  relation  of  faith  to,  28- 
30,  194- 195059;  in  morals,  82-83; 
and  hybris,  195 1142 

Experimentalism:  of  Niebuhr,  7-8, 
48;  limited  by  Niebuhr’s  view  of 
history,  63-64;  limited  by  Nie¬ 
buhr’s  dogmatism,  89.  See  also 
Transaction;  Pragmatism;  Social 
science 

Experimentation:  in  social  science, 
83-84 

Fact  changing,  82 

Faith  in  God,  27-30;  and  neo-ortho- 
doxy,  4;  in  Niebuhr’s  thought, 
11;  sin  based  in  lack  of,  14-15; 
related  to  truth,  27;  related  to 
experience,  28-30;  and  sin,  44; 
and  human  nature,  44;  and  grace, 
44;  definition,  58;  and  compla¬ 
cency-despair  problem,  147,  148; 
and  irony,  180 

Faith  in  human  nature,  146-51; 
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and  democracy,  149-50;  and  tol¬ 
erance,  150 
Fall,  the,  33 

Fascism:  Niebuhr’s  view  of,  139- 
41;  as  expression  of  despair,  171 
Feinsinger,  Nathan,  101 
Finis :  defined,  53 
First  principle,  11,  13,  27 
Follett,  Mary  P.,  99,  101 
Force:  sin  as,  21-23,  26,  44,  46-47, 
87;  used  to  explain  phenomena, 
43-44,  87;  vitalities  as  psychic,  96; 
inadequacy  as  term  of  thought, 
97,  102;  in  international  relations, 
161-162;  power  as  a,  187.  See  also 
Impulses 

Foreign  relations.  See  International 
relations 

Forgiveness:  and  irony,  180 
Forms:  of  nature,  14;  forming  ca¬ 
pacity  of  reason,  19;  in  Greek 
philosophy,  56 

Freedom:  British-American  usage, 
141;  Hegelian,  continental,  and 
Catholic  usage,  141 
Freedom  of  the  spirit:  in  human 
nature,  14;  and  hybris,  15;  par¬ 
adox  of,  17 

Freedom  and  authority:  Niebuhr’s 
view,  136-38;  adjusted  by  self- 
criticism,  137;  criticism  of  Nie¬ 
buhr’s  view,  138-43;  falsely  op¬ 
posed,  142.  See  also  Authority 
Freedom  and  order,  136-37;  par¬ 
adox  of,  138-39 

Free  will:  and  determinism,  69, 
i97n 89,  20 in 61 

Functional  group,  102.  See  Society: 
organic 

Geiger,  G.  R.,  80 

Generality,  mere:  concepts  as,  126, 
127,  154;  concept  of  power  as, 
127,  135i  hybris  as,  135;  concept 
of  the  group  as,  135;  concept  of 
change  as,  135;  concept  of  free¬ 
dom  and  order  as,  140;  compla¬ 


cency-despair  formula  as,  149; 
and  Niebuhr’s  political  thought, 
165-166 

Gilson,  Etienne,  9 

Gogarten,  Friedrich,  4 

Good:  defined,  19;  attended  by  par¬ 
allel  evil,  19 

Government:  divine  ordination  of, 
66;  principle  of  resistance  to,  138; 
and  coercion,  139;  cannot  create 
cohesion,  155-156.  See  also  Pow¬ 
er,  organization  of;  Organiza¬ 
tion 

Grace:  and  faith,  44;  and  truth  or 
meaning,  44;  and  history,  50;  par¬ 
adox  of,  51-54;  and  hybris,  51; 
and  rebirth,  51;  dialectic  of,  55; 
and  progress,  64,  135;  and  synthe¬ 
sis  of  agape  and  “  realistic  social 
ethic,”  70;  and  groups,  93-94. 
See  also  History:  fulfillment  of 

Group:  Niebuhr’s  view  of,  91-95; 
origin,  91;  impulses  of,  91,  93; 
compared  with  the  individual, 
91-94;  and  hybris ,  92-93,  101; 
self-transcendence  of,  92-93; 
death  of,  93;  and  altruism,  93; 
and  reason,  93;  and  grace,  93-94; 
and  coercive  power,  93,  156-57; 
lacking  spiritual  qualities,  94;  re¬ 
lation  to  the  individual,  94-95, 
103-104;  personified,  95;  tran¬ 
scended  by  the  individual,  95; 
criticism  of  Niebuhr's  concept, 
95-98,  101-04,  127,  135;  stereo¬ 
typed,  95-96;  functional,  102; 
mediative  function  of,  103;  break¬ 
up  of  medieval  organic,  105;  Nie¬ 
buhr’s  concept  as  mere  general¬ 
ity,  127,  135;  “  transcending,”  129; 
and  paradox  of  freedom  and  or¬ 
der,  138-39;  integrating  of,  143; 
changing  with  human  nature, 
161.  See  also  Cohesion;  Com¬ 
munity;  Organization,  interna¬ 
tional 

Group  dynamics,  96 
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History:  and  meaning,  43;  Nie¬ 
buhr’s  view  of,  48-54;  fulfilled 
and  negated,  49-50;  dialectical  re¬ 
lation  to  super-history,  49-50,  53; 
44  interim  ”  interpretation  of,  49- 
5°,  54-55;  fulfillment  of,  50-54; 
fulfillments  in,  52;  end  of,  53-54; 
criticism  of  Niebuhr’s  view  of, 
54-64;  redemption  in,  59;  and 
ethics,  60-61;  and  hybris,  62; 
limitations  on  social  science  by 
Niebuhr’s  view  of,  63-64;  Nie¬ 
buhr’s  attitude  toward,  114-15; 
managers  of,  188-89,  190;  Marx¬ 
ist  theory  of,  2o8n5 
Hook,  Sidney,  174 
Hope:  and  irony,  180 
Humanism:  responsible  for  fascism, 
139 

Human  nature:  importance  in  Nie¬ 
buhr’s  thought,  12;  Niebuhr’s 
theory  of,  13-19;  true  portrayal 
in  Christ,  13-14;  and  self-reali¬ 
zation,  14;  forms  of  nature  in,  14; 
freedom  of  the  spirit  in,  14;  ac¬ 
tual  portrayal  in  crucifixion,  14; 
spiritual  part  of,  14,  17;  self¬ 
transcendence  in,  14,  18;  natural 
part  of,  15;  vitalities  of  the  spirit 
in,  17,  18;  reason  in,  17-19;  form¬ 
ing  capacity  of  reason  in,  18,  19; 
criticism  of  Niebuhr’s  view,  19- 
27;  vitalities  of  nature  in,  20; 
transactional  view  of,  22-23;  in¬ 
fluence  of  culture  on,  23-25;  read 
into  myth,  36-37;  static,  62; 
changing,  62,  105,  161;  Niebuhr’s 
and  Maritain’s  views  compared, 
72-73;  paralleling  Niebuhr’s  eth¬ 
ics,  73;  and  social  science,  89; 
faith  in,  146-51;  the  specific  and 
Niebuhr’s  doctrine  of,  190 
Humility:  basis  for  true  tolerance, 
144;  and  international  organiza¬ 
tion,  157;  preventing  compla¬ 
cency-despair  reactions,  163;  in 
struggle  with  Communism,  164; 


futility  of,  165;  and  crisis  in  cul¬ 
ture,  169;  and  irony,  180-81; 
and  American  foreign  policy,  184; 
and  power  in  international  rela¬ 
tions,  186 

Hybris:  origin  of,  14-15;  and  anx¬ 
iety,  15,  25;  relocation  of  in 
Niebuhr’s  thought,  15;  and  free¬ 
dom,  15;  and  reason,  18-19;  as 
intractable  force,  21-23,  26,  44, 
46-47,  87;  coincident  with  rise  of 
irresponsible  power,  24-25;  criti¬ 
cism  of  Niebuhr’s  concept,  24-25, 
26,  121-22,  123,  135;  deadening 
effect  on  human  effort,  26;  and 
myth,  35-38;  dominant  over  truth 
and  meaning,  37;  and  meaning, 
43;  and  grace,  51;  and  history, 
62;  and  social  science,  89,  123;  of 
groups,  92-93,  101;  similarity  to 
class  struggle,  130;  and  change, 
1 34-35;  as  mere  generality,  135; 
and  tolerance,  145;  of  Marxism, 
148;  and  complacency-despair 
formula,  150;  and  oligarchic  rule, 
151;  and  international  organiza¬ 
tion,  159,  166;  and  democracy, 
166;  and  44  participants  ”  in  irony, 
179.  See  also  Pretension;  Will  to 
power;  Sin;  Selfishness 

Hypothesis,  125-26;  and  paradox - 
ico-dialectical  method,  128,  141, 
145 

Idealism:  false  emphasis  on  man’s 
spirit,  13;  use  of  in  struggle  for 
power,  1 1  o 

Ideals:  operative,  85-86;  as  ration¬ 
alizations,  127;  perfectibility  of, 

164- 165 

Ideas:  as  tools,  125-26;  operative, 

165- 166 

Ideological  taint,  144,  147,  194052 

Immorality:  of  society,  93-94,  97, 
121;  historical  reasons  for,  121- 
22.  See  also  Selfishness 

Imperialism,  155 
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Impossible,  the:  overemphasizing 
of,  102 

Impulses:  and  reason,  91;  of  the 
group,  91,  93.  See  also  Vitalities; 
Force 

Individual:  compared  with  the 
group,  91-94;  relation  to  the 
group,  94-95,  103-04;  depend¬ 

ence  on  the  group,  95;  tran¬ 
scendence  over  society,  95;  not 
basic  political  unit,  103 
Individualism:  of  Niebuhr,  104,  175 
Industrial  revolution,  105,  161 
Innocency:  a  prehistoric  state,  50 
Inquiry:  authority  of  organized, 
142,  153;  and  democracy,  153 
Instincts,  20 

Instrumentalism:  on  group-individ¬ 
ual  relationship,  103-04;  and 
ethical  standards,  2021192.  See  also 
Transaction;  Social  science;  Ex- 
perimentalism 

Interests:  altering  of,  82,  99,  122, 
162;  in  conflict,  98-99;  and  crea¬ 
tive  bargaining,  102;  democracy 
and  conflict  of,  137;  sacrifice  of, 
162 

International  organization.  See  Or¬ 
ganization,  international 
International  relations,  154-66; 
America's  role  in,  162-65;  Amer¬ 
ican  policy,  184;  and  balance  of 
power,  186;  and  American  demo¬ 
cratic  method,  186,  188 
Irony,  177-91;  definition,  177-78; 
as  a  category  of  history,  177,  1 81— 
84;  and  hybris,  179;  and  hope, 
180;  and  humility,  180-81;  of 
irony,  190 

Irrationalism,  170—74,  191;  upsurge 
of,  3-5;  dangers  of,  41-42,  59, 
191;  and  use  of  ideals,  126-27 

Jacobson,  N.  P.,  28,  55-56,  60 
Jesus:  ethics  of,  65-66 
Justice:  contrasted  with  agape  and 
equality,  72;  equal,  106,  111,  131, 


132;  international  differences  in 
conception  of,  158;  technology 
and  problem  of  securing,  168. 
See  also  Ethics 

Kierkegaard,  Soren,  3,  195 0.49 
Kirk,  Russell,  postscript 
Klausner,  Neal  W.,  41,  58 
Knowledge:  and  natural-supernat¬ 
ural  dualism,  57-58;  and  democ¬ 
racy,  153.  See  also  Meaning; 
Truth;  Reason 
Korea,  163 

Labour  Party:  British,  131 
Laissez-faire,  24,  168 
Last  Judgment,  54 
“  Law  in  our  members,"  16 
Legalism,  8,  20,  52 
Lewis,  H.  D.,  77-79 
Liberalism:  Niebuhr’s  revolt  from, 
6,  177;  and  progress,  63-64;  po¬ 
litical  morality  of  Christian,  67; 
complacency  of,  148 
Liberty.  See  Freedom 
Literalism,  39,  41 
Logic,  72,  125 
Loomer,  Bernard,  38 
Love:  and  irony,  180;  See  Eros; 
Agape 

McCollum  case,  113 
McCown,  C.  C.,  38,  60 
McIntyre,  John,  61 
Madison,  James,  185 
Majority  rule,  151-53 
Managers  of  history,  188-89,  190 
Maritain,  Jacques,  9,  72-73.  See 
also  Neo-Thomism;  Catholicism 
Marshall  Plan,  159 
Marxism:  influence  on  Niebuhr,  6, 
86,  130,  139;  complacency  of,  147- 
48;  hybris  of,  148;  and  theory 
of  history,  2o8nS.  See  also  Com¬ 
munism 

Materialism,  175,  177 

Meaning,  32-35;  cultural  relativity 
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of,  34;  and  neo-orthodoxy,  34; 
criticism  of  Niebuhr's  concept,  34, 
36,  40-41,  ig6n  63;  read  into 
myth,  36;  and  hybris,  37,  43;  not 
identified  with  rationality,  41; 
transcendence  of,  43;  and  history, 
43;  and  grace,  44;  revelation  of, 
50;  and  mystery,  60.  See  also  His¬ 
tory:  fulfillment  of;  Revelation; 
Truth 

Means  and  ends,  84-85,  88,  102 
Mechanism,  social,  94-95,  105,  106, 
119,  132,  134,  161,  204022.  See 
also  Technics;  Technology 
Meland,  B.  E.,  76,  159 
Meliorism,  150-151,  159 
Method:  of  science,  5,  9,  176,  184- 
85,  187;  of  democracy,  9,  183, 
184-85,  187;  authoritative,  122, 
123,  162 

Meyer,  Agnes,  114 
Miracle,  58 
Montana  study,  101 
Moral  exhortation:  futility  of,  165- 
66 

Moral  laws:  Niebuhr’s,  106-07 
Morals:  political,  66-67;  and  rea¬ 
son  in  Niebuhr,  67-69;  relativity 
of  in  Niebuhr,  67,  74,  80-81;  Nie¬ 
buhr’s  compared  with  pragma¬ 
tism’s,  73;  science  of,  74,  75,  81- 
85,  165;  effect  of  doctrine  of  hy¬ 
bris  on,  77-79,  185;  transactive 
approach  to,  81-83;  use  of  change 
in  science  of,  81-82;  tested  by  ex¬ 
perience,  82-83;  for  society  and 
for  individual  in  discord,  104; 
and  hydrogen  bomb,  163-64;  in 
contest  between  the  free  world 
and  Communism,  164-65;  and 
mechanism,  204n22.  See  also 
Ethics;  Natural  law 
Mosca,  Gaetano,  150 
Murphy,  A.  E.,  42,  77 
Mutual  love.  See  Eros 
Mystery,  192-9305;  and  meaning,  60 
Myth,  biblical,  4;  nature  of  man  in. 


13,  36—37;  as  symbolic  meaning, 
32-34;  dialectical  structure  of,  33; 
and  hybris ,  35-38;  meaning  read 
into,  36 

Nation:  death  of,  93;  and  grace,  93- 
94;  organization  of,  109-10;  dan¬ 
ger  of  cohesion  in,  110;  as  as¬ 
sembly  of  classes,  154;  as  com¬ 
munity,  155;  distinguished  from 
state,  20309.  See  also  State; 
Oligarchy;  Group 
Naturalism:  and  progress,  63-64 
Natural  law:  Niebuhr’s  compared 
with  Maritain’s,  8,  72-73;  and 
democracy,  9;  Niebuhr's,  71-72, 
106-07;  Stoic,  66-67 
Natural  religion,  108-09 
Natural  sciences:  and  biblical  in¬ 
terpretation,  40 
Nature.  See  Human  nature 
Nazism:  and  despair,  148.  See  also 
Fascism 

Neo-Machiavellians,  150,  152 
Neo-orthodoxy:  origin  of,  4;  and 
original  sin,  4;  and  paradox,  4; 
and  faith,  4;  spread  of,  5;  and 
meaning,  34;  and  the  Bible,  38, 
61;  and  the  layman,  174 
Neo-Thomism:  comparison  with 
Niebuhr,  8,  160;  and  meaning,  34. 
See  also  Maritain,  Jacques;  Ca¬ 
tholicism 

Niebuhr:  radicalism  of,  5,  6,  166; 
realism  of,  6;  development  of  his 
thought,  6-7;  conservatism  of,  9, 
74,  postscript;  pessimism  of,  54, 
60-61,  150-51,  154;  optimism  of, 
147;  as  moralist,  166 

Objectivity,  20,  102,  205 1134 
Obscurantism,  41 

Oligarchy,  107-10  passim;  tempered 
by  democracy,  132-33;  creativity 
of,  151;  and  hybris,  151;  inevita¬ 
bility  of,  151.  See  also  Saving 
remnant 
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Operative  concepts.  See  Concepts: 
functional 

Optimism:  of  Niebuhr’s  philosophy 
of  history,  54;  Niebuhr’s  view  of, 
147;  and  faith  in  human  nature, 
150.  See  also  Complacency 
Order.  See  Authority;  Power,  or¬ 
ganization  of;  Freedom  and  or¬ 
der 

Organic  group:  medieval  break-up 
of,  105 

Organic  society,  94,  104 
Organism,  social,  94.  See  also  So¬ 
ciety 

Organization:  and  creative  bargain¬ 
ing,  101;  of  nations,  109-10.  See 
also  Group;  Power,  organization 
of;  Authority;  Order 
Organization,  international,  154-62; 
America’s  role  in,  157-58;  and 
humility,  157;  and  hybris,  159, 
166 

Original  sin.  See  Hybris 
Ortega  y  Gasset,  150 
Orthodoxy,  Christian,  5-6;  political 
ideals  of,  66-67 
Otto,  M.  C.,  98 

Paradox,  30-32;  and  neo-orthodoxy, 
4;  of  freedom  of  the  spirit,  17, 
1 950/9;  confused  with  dialectic, 
31;  of  grace  and  repentance,  51; 
of  justification  and  sanctification, 
52;  of  judgment  and  mercy  of 
God,  53;  and  supernatural-natu¬ 
ral  dualism,  55-56;  purity  of  dif¬ 
ficult,  60;  of  religion  and  politics, 
114;  and  hypothesis,  128,  141,  145; 
of  freedom  and  order,  138;  of 
having  and  not  having  the  truth, 
144;  of  pessimism  and  optimism, 
147;  of  possibility  and  impossi¬ 
bility  of  world  community,  158— 
59;  and  the  layman,  173-74;  of 
the  possible  and  impossible,  179- 
80;  danger  of,  191 
Paradox  of  grace,  51;  closure  to 


further  thought,  57;  approxima¬ 
tion  in  democracy,  138;  and  his¬ 
torical  irony,  181 
Parliamentary  government,  137 
Parousia,  53-54 
Participation,  151-52 
Pathos:  defined,  177 
Paul,  St.,  6;  theory  of  divine  ordina¬ 
tion  of  government,  66 
Pessimism:  of  Niebuhr’s  philosophy 
of  history,  54,  60-61;  Niebuhr’s 
view  of,  147;  and  faith  in  human 
nature,  150-51;  of  Niebuhr  in  in¬ 
ternational  relations,  154.  See  also 
Despair;  Complacency-despair 
formula 
Pluralism,  146 

Political  morality:  of  Christian 
orthodoxy,  66-67 

Politics:  and  religion,  6;  of  Nie¬ 
buhr  separable  from  theology, 
1 74-75 

Power:  and  hybris,  24-25;  Nie¬ 
buhr’s  view  of,  106-12;  and  de¬ 
mocracy,  107;  spiritual,  107;  phys¬ 
ical,  107;  political,  107,  129; 

economic,  107,  129,  130;  corrup¬ 
tion  by,  108;  vicious  circle  of, 
108,  122;  and  consent,  109;  and 
Catholicism,  114;  criticism  of  Nie¬ 
buhr's  view  of,  119-23,  127,  135; 
a  composite  field,  122;  as  mere 
generality,  127,  135;  and  paradox 
of  freedom  and  order,  138-39; 
current  ineffectuality  of,  149;  pre¬ 
ponderance  of  in  international 
organization,  157-58;  effect  of 
technology  on,  168;  and  charity, 
186;  and  humility,  186 
Power,  balance  of:  and  Niebuhr’s 
natural  law,  106-07;  Niebuhr’s 
view  of,  111-12;  criticism  of  Nie¬ 
buhr’s  view  of,  112-23  passim ; 
161-62;  and  coercion,  120;  and 
creative  bargaining,  123;  and  in¬ 
ternational  organization,  157-  58; 
and  democracy,  185;  inadequacy 
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of,  185;  and  international  rela¬ 
tions,  186 

Power,  coercive,  105-06,  120;  and 
the  group,  93,  156-57;  non-func¬ 
tional  character  of,  119-21;  and 
democracy,  129;  in  international 
relations,  156-57,  164,  186;  and 
unmanageable  events,  172.  See 
also  Coercion 

Power,  functional  or  effective,  106, 
122,  123,  162;  in  international  re¬ 
lations,  164,  187,  188;  and  self- 
correcting  authority,  187;  and 
creative  bargaining,  188 
Power,  organization  of,  111,  112-19 
passim 

Pragmatism:  Niebuhr  compared 
with,  8;  morals  of,  73;  of  Ameri¬ 
can  democracy,  183,  184-85,  187 
Prediction:  and  social  science,  84 
Pretension:  and  irony,  178,  182-84. 
See  Hybris 

Pride,  16;  creativity  of,  194075.  See 
Hybris 

Probability:  and  the  Bible,  61 
Progress,  7;  and  dialectic,  45;  Nie¬ 
buhr’s  criticism  of,  52;  and  lib¬ 
eralism,  63-64;  dependent  on 
grace,  64,  135;  and  complacency, 
147;  reliant  upon  truth,  153 
Proletariat,  107,  129-30 
Proof:  Niebuhr’s  idea  of,  2i2n/£ 
Propaganda,  121,  126-27,  1941152 
Property:  private,  131,  133,  post¬ 
script;  socialization  of,  133 
Prophets,  104,  149,  152-53,  179-80. 

See  also  Transcendence 
Prudence,  postscript 

Radicalism:  of  Niebuhr,  5,  6,  166 
Randall,  John  Herman,  Jr.,  75,  174 
Rationalism:  contribution  to  ethics 
of,  69-70 

Rationalization,  127 
Realism:  of  Niebuhr,  6 
Reason:  place  in  human  nature, 
17-19;  subject  to  taint  of  sin,  18- 


19;  limits  of,  18,  32;  as  forming 
capacity  of  the  spirit,  18,  19;  not 
identified  with  meaning,  41;  re¬ 
demptive  power  of,  41-42;  de¬ 
fense  of,  42;  and  revelation,  59; 
and  impulse,  91;  and  the  group, 
93;  distrust  of,  126-27,  170-74, 
191;  basic  belief  in,  168-73,  183. 
See  also  Meaning 
Rebirth,  50,  51 
Redemption:  in  history,  59 
Reformation:  and  paradox  of  grace, 
51-52;  errors  of,  59 
Relativism,  8 

Religion:  in  politics,  6,  112-19;  tem¬ 
pering  complacency  and  despair, 
147 

Renaissance:  and  paradox  of  grace, 
5i-52 

Representation:  and  creative  bar¬ 
gaining,  101 

Responsibility:  for  sin,  17,  45,  48; 
and  democracy,  150;  social, 
175 

Resurrection,  the:  symbolizing  unity 
of  spirit  and  nature,  13-14; 
meaning  of,  54 
Reuther,  Walter,  101 
Revelation:  of  God’s  character,  50; 
not  without  natural  order,  58; 
lack  of  criterion  for,  58;  and  rea¬ 
son,  59;  post-biblical,  62 
Revolution,  86,  131-32;  Marxist  and 
Niebuhr,  86;  in  science,  105,  121, 
161 

Romantic  movement:  and  human 
nature,  13;  and  despair,  148;  and 
basic  belief  in  reason,  170 
Romantic  realism:  and  Niebuhr,  6 
Ruling  group.  See  Oligarchy 
Russia:  and  international  organiza¬ 
tion,  157-58;  war  with,  163-64 

Sacrifice:  and  resolving  of  conflicts, 
97-98;  as  term  of  thought,  102; 
of  interests,  162,  205055;  and 
irony,  181;  and  American  foreign 
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policy,  184;  and  power  in  inter¬ 
national  relations,  186 
Sacrificial  love.  See  Agape 
Saints,  communion  of.  See  Saving 
remnant 

Saving  remnant,  152-53,  179-80.  See 
also  Prophets;  Transcendence 
Science:  method  of,  5,  176;  and 
biblical  interpretation,  40;  Nie¬ 
buhr’s  conception  of,  69,  81,  84; 
revolution  in,  105,  121,  161;  ethos 
of,  143 

Science  of  morals,  81-85.  $ee  a^so 
Social  science 

Scientific  revolution,  105,  161 
Security  Council,  United  Nations, 
158 

Self-acting  agents,  22.  See  also  Force 
Selfishness,  96-97;  of  states,  97;  solu¬ 
tion  to  problems  of,  100:  See  also 
Hybris;  Immortality 
Self-realization,  14 
Self-transcendence:  of  the  individ¬ 
ual,  14,  18;  of  the  group,  92- 
93 

Separation  of  church  and  state, 
112-19 

Sin:  importance  in  Niebuhr’s 

thought,  12,  21,  35;  relocation  of 
in  Niebuhr’s  thought,  12-13,  15; 
basis  of,  14;  inevitability  of,  14; 
not  necessary,  14;  of  pride,  16;  of 
sensuality,  16;  Augustine’s  doc¬ 
trine  compared  with  Niebuhr’s, 
16-17;  criticisms  of  Niebuhr’s 
doctrine  of,  21-27;  as  a  force,  21- 
23,  87;  and  biblical  interpreta¬ 
tion,  40;  and  responsibility  for 
sin,  45,  48;  danger  to  morality  of 
doctrine  of,  77-79;  and  coercion, 
136;  and  despair-complacency 
formula,  149;  and  Communism, 
174.  See  also  Hybris 
Sin,  original:  and  neo-orthodoxy,  4; 
and  Niebuhr’s  democracy,  9.  See 
also  Hybris 

Social  control,  123;  ethics  as  instru¬ 


ment  of,  80-81;  and  social  science, 
84 

Socialism:  and  Niebuhr,  7 
Social  science:  democracy  as  method 
of,  9,  184-85,  187;  limited  by  Nie¬ 
buhr’s  view  of  history,  63-64; 
limited  by  agape,  74,  Niebuhr’s 
opposition  to,  75,  88-89,  176;  ex' 
plained,  81-85;  use  of  change  in, 
81-82;  experimentation  in,  83-84; 
misunderstanding  of,  83-84,  188- 
89,  postscript;  in  transactional 
context,  84;  and  prediction,  84; 
and  hybris,  89,  123;  and  human 
nature,  89;  and  objectivity,  102; 
reduced  to  materialism,  175; 
pseudo,  188.  See  also  Instrumen¬ 
talism,  Experimentalism,  Trans¬ 
action 

Society:  immorality  of,  93-94,  97, 
121;  organic,  94,  104;  transcend¬ 
ence  of  man  over,  95,  103;  fluidity 
of,  106,  142.  See  also  Group; 
Mechanism,  social 
Sperry,  Willard  L.,  4,  25,  39,  42, 
61-62 

Spirit.  See  under  Human  nature 
State:  lacking  spirit,  94;  eternally 
selfish,  97;  separation  of  church 
and,  112-19.  See  also  Nation; 
Oligarchy;  Group 
Status,  postscript 
Stoics:  and  Christian  ethics,  66 
Supernaturalism:  interfering  with 
handling  of  problems,  25-26 
Symbolism.  See  Myth,  biblical 

Technics:  disrupting  effect  of,  168, 
169-70.  See  also  Mechanism 
Technology:  short-cutting  experi¬ 
ence,  83;  effect  on  power,  168 
Telos:  defined,  53 
Theology:  of  Niebuhr  separable 
from  political  thought,  174-75 
Theorist;  Niebuhr  as,  165 
Theory:  divorced  from  practice, 
183 
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Thompson,  Kenneth,  postscript 
Thurneysen,  Eduard,  4 
Tillich,  Paul,  39 

Time,  48;  and  causation,  43;  dia¬ 
lectical  synthesis  with  eternity, 
53;  in  social  science,  84.  See  also 
History 

Tolerance:  Niebuhr’s  idea  of,  143- 
45;  and  truth,  144;  and  humility, 
144;  and  hybris,  145;  criticism  of 
Niebuhr’s  view  of,  145-46;  and 
complacency-despair  problem, 
148;  and  faith  in  human  nature, 
150;  and  international  organiza¬ 
tion,  157;  and  American  foreign 
policy,  184 
Tolstoy,  Leo,  190 
Tradition,  86 
Tragedy:  defined,  177 
Transaction:  as  interpretation  of 
human  nature,  22-23;  and  co¬ 
temporal  causation,  43-44;  and 
morals,  81-83;  and  social  science, 
84;  in  individual-group  relation¬ 
ships,  104;  and  the  individual  vs. 
society  fallacy,  142;  mentioned, 
46-47,  88,  96,  161.  See  also  Ex- 
perimentalism 

Transcendence:  of  meaning,  43;  of 
man  over  society,  95,  103;  of  a 


group  over  society,  129;  and  com¬ 
placency-despair  formula,  149; 
and  saving  remnant,  152;  and 
“  observers  ”  of  irony,  179.  See 
also  Saving  remnant;  Prophets; 
Self-transcendence 
Treitschke,  von,  Heinrich,  155 
Truth:  related  to  faith,  27;  and  hy¬ 
bris,  37;  and  tolerance,  144-46; 
progress  of  democracy  and,  153. 
See  also  Meaning;  Revelation 
Two-Christs  theory,  55 

United  Nations,  157,  158,  186 
Utilitarianism:  and  self-interest,  24 

Values.  See  Interests 
Violence.  See  Change:  revolutionary 
Vitalities:  of  the  spirit,  17,  18;  of 
nature,  20;  as  forces,  96-97;  and 
coercion,  137.  See  also  Impulses 

Waddington,  C.  H.,  143 
Williams,  D.  D.,  59-60,  76-77 
Will  to  power:  defined,  16,  20-21; 
creative  possibility  in.  25.  See 
Hybris 

World  government.  See  Organiza¬ 
tion,  international 
World  view:  and  dogmatism,  58-59 
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